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1. Introduction

Firstly, in order to understand the relationship between politics and policing it is worth exploring the basis upon which both institutions have evolved and were conceived.  The structure of the British system of politics is one that has evolved significantly, particularly in the nineteenth century.  It is argued that prior to the American Revolution of 1765 the political system facilitated public ‘men’ to seek office as a means of personal enrichment for themselves whereby they would reward their relatives, clients and dependants and it was normal for politicians to seek power to pillage the state system (Namier, 1982).  This is very much a system that persists across many parts of the world today, particularly across the Indian subcontinent, Russia and Africa where government can still be viewed as a method of personal enrichment (Oborne, 2007).  Clearly, any form of government that has foundations built on a system that operates in this way spells bad news for policing.  However, Oborne argues that in Britain there was a clear move away from this, notably with our Victorian ancestor’s underpinning government with a strong sense of public duty and establishing dividing lines between private and public and between party and state.  Whilst the Victorian era is very much associated with ground-breaking breakthroughs across the arts, industry, and the sciences, it was the creation of the ‘public domain’', from which private interest was banished and an era of treating people with respect and fairness regardless of personal influence shone through (Oborne, 2007).  In policing terms, this played out as the 1829 Metropolitan Police Act and thereby the formation of the first organised police force which represented policing as an entirely separate entity from politics with the core element of policing by consent, The independence of policing from the government is what has established British policing as ‘the best police in the world (Reiner and O’Connor, 2015).

However, despite the generational efforts to keep a sterile corridor between police and politics, recent years have seen a step change in that relationship.  This was particularly felt following the 2010 General Election and subsequent coalition government, although also magnified through the Thatcher government who used law and order as a key political weapon against the Labour Party (Reiner and O’Connor, 2015) and again by New Labour who unleashed the then Home Secretary, John Reid to pick a fight with the judges given concerns they held around court rulings overruling government (Oborne, 2007).

In this paper and following presentation I will reflect on these key issues whilst exploring the impact made by the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners and also examining how government initiatives such as the Johnson Police Uplift Programme of 2019 dictates police policy.

2. Politics and Policing

(i) What is the relationship between policing and politics and how does this impact upon effectiveness of UK policing?

There are a group of words that sum up the delicate distinctions relating to this topic – Police, Polity, Policy, Politic, Political, Politics and Politician (Maitland, 1885).  Whilst most police officers would vehemently maintain that politics and policing do not mix this notion cannot withstand serious consideration.  In fact, in broad terms, all relationships which are reliant upon the dimension of power are political, therefore policing is inherently and inescapably, political (Bowling et al, 2019).

The connection between policing and politics has been subject to extensive academic analysis. Political influence can impact the effectiveness of UK policing in various ways, both positively and negatively. However, striking the right balance between political influence and operational independence is crucial to maintain effective law enforcement.  Chief officers will claim that their officers are not involved in party politics with impartiality upheld in order to enforce the law.  However, police officers are now as vocal as ever on social media platforms when it comes to arguing and engaging politically on issues such as policing priorities and use of resources – or lack of them (Bowling et al, 2019).  There is also an irony around the impartiality of law enforcement in a universalist manner and the impact on a society that is divided by class, ethnicity and gender, amongst others which in itself can highlight social inequalities, summed up by the famous Anatole France aphorism; “The majestic equality of the law , which forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread “ (France 1894).

One positive aspect of political influence on policing is the democratic accountability it ensures. Elected officials, such as Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs), have the responsibility to represent public interests and shape policing strategies accordingly. This ensures that the police are responsive to the needs of the community and can enhance public trust and confidence in law enforcement (McLaughlin and Muncie, 2013).

Moreover, political influence plays a key role in the allocation of resources and setting budgets for policing.  Adequate funding is essential for effective policing, and politicians determine the financial support available to police forces.  Political decisions regarding resource allocation can impact the capacity of police to tackle crime, respond to emergencies, and invest in necessary equipment and training (Loader and Walker, 2007).

However, excessive political interference can undermine the operational independence of the police and compromise their effectiveness. Research suggests that political interference can lead to a lack of impartiality, favouritism, and compromises in the pursuit of justice (Jones, 2006; Goldsmith, 2015). This interference can erode public trust and confidence in the police, as the perception of political influence can undermine the legitimacy of law enforcement (Newburn, 2017).

Maintaining the operational independence of the police is crucial for effectiveness. It is argued that operational independence allows the police to make decisions based on professional expertise, evidence, and the needs of the community, rather than political considerations (Reiner, 2010; Rowe, 2010). It ensures that the police can act without fear or favour, enforcing the law impartially and transparently (Loader and Walker, 2007).

To strike a balance between political influence and operational independence, independent bodies like the College of Policing provide guidance and standards. These bodies aim to ensure that political influence does not compromise the professionalism and impartiality of the police (McLaughlin and Muncie, 2013).



(ii) What is the impact that politics has on UK policing in meeting the challenges and demands of the future and do politicians dictate policing priorities?

Whilst local policing remains the preserve of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC’s), who set priorities and plans, national politicians will shape the priorities, strategies, and resources allocated to policing, influencing how law enforcement agencies respond to emerging issues.  There are multiple mechanisms for this, an example being the Strategic Policing Requirement (SPR) which is set by the Home Secretary and gives their views on what the current national threats are, and the national policing capabilities required to counter them.  The accelerating shifting sands of crime have narrowed the gap between local policing priorities and those set by national government and this has evidenced itself in the latest edition of the SPR with the introduction of Violence against Women and Girls (VAWG) as a national threat alongside terrorism and civil emergencies.  The Home Secretary has gone further by specifically directing local policing plans to distinctly reference her strategic policing requirement therein (Home Secretary, 2023).  It could be argued that this somewhat waters down the commitment made by this government to ensure that local policing remains the preserve of local PCC’s (Home Secretary, 2015)

One key challenge for policing in the future is the increasing complexity of crime. Technological advancements and globalisation have created new forms of criminal activity, such as cybercrime and transnational organised crime. Political decisions can influence the level of investment in technology, training, and international cooperation necessary to effectively tackle these challenges (Bowling et al., 2018).

Political priorities also play a role in determining the focus of policing efforts. For example, in recent years, counterterrorism has become a significant concern in the UK. Political decisions have led to the allocation of resources and the establishment of specialised units to address this threat (Johnston et al., 2009). Similarly, political pressure can influence the emphasis placed on community policing, proactive policing, or other strategies depending on prevailing public opinion and political discourse (Leighton, 2016).

However, political influence can also have negative implications for the ability of UK policing to meet future challenges effectively. For instance, short-term political considerations and the pressure to deliver quick results may divert attention and resources away from long-term crime prevention initiatives. This can hinder the development of proactive strategies and community engagement efforts that are crucial for addressing the underlying causes of crime (Crawford et al., 2019).

Moreover, political interference can create a climate of uncertainty and instability within policing organisations. Frequent changes in political leadership or policy directions can disrupt long-term planning and hinder the development of consistent strategies to address emerging challenges (Crawford et al., 2019).

Reiner and O’Connor (2015) highlight how national politicians shape policing priorities through legislation, policy guidance, and funding decisions and argue that politicians play the crucial role in determining the main focus areas for law enforcement, such as crime reduction, counterterrorism, or community policing.

Additionally, research by Loader and Mulcahy (2003) explores the historical and cultural factors that shape policing priorities. They highlight how politicians, through their interactions with the media and public opinion, can influence the perception of crime and shape public expectations of law enforcement. This, in turn, affects the priorities that politicians set for the police.  The Police Uplift Programme is arguably reflective of this – although there is some irony to it given the ‘uplift’ of resources will only restore numbers to those that were available when the last Labour government left office, this on the backdrop of a near 5 million population increase (Police Federation, 2023).

Loader and Sparks (2002) give insight into the political significance of police officer numbers and argue that increases in police resources, such as those seen in the police uplift programme which followed, can be strategically deployed by politicians to shape public opinion and gain electoral support.  They argue that politicians often associate rising crime rates with a lack of police officers, making promises to increase police numbers a popular political strategy.

Furthermore, a study by Sindall and Sturgess (2013) provides insights into the potential political implications of police uplift programmes. it offers valuable insights into the relationship between police strength and public trust. The authors find that although correlations can be made between police numbers and public confidence, increasing police numbers does not automatically lead to an increase in public trust and legitimacy. Instead, they argue that the quality of police interactions, responsiveness, and accountability are key factors in shaping public perceptions of the police.

Considering these academic resources, the political implications of the police uplift programme can be twofold.  On one hand, politicians may use increased police officer numbers as a political tool to address public concerns about crime and gain support. This can be seen as a strategic move to enhance their political standing and demonstrate their commitment to law and order. On the other hand, the success of the programme in terms of public perception and legitimacy may depend on factors beyond mere numbers, such as the quality of police interactions and accountability.

Moreover, studies have examined the influence of political ideologies on policing priorities. For example, research by Reiner (2010) gives insights into how political ideologies, such as conservatism or liberalism, can shape the emphasis placed on different aspects of policing. Conservative governments, for instance, tend to prioritise law and order, whereas liberal governments may prioritise community engagement and social justice.

However, it is important to acknowledge that the relationship between national politicians and policing priorities is not one-sided. Policing organisations also have autonomy and discretion in setting priorities within the frameworks established by politicians. This is highlighted by research from Morrell and Bradford (2018) who argue that police leaders can interpret political priorities and adapt them to local contexts, considering operational realities and community needs.  To navigate these challenges, there is an argument for the need to establish a balance between political influence and the operational independence of the police. This allows the police to respond flexibly to changing circumstances while maintaining their professionalism and impartiality (Reiner, 2010). 


(iii) What impact do political decisions have across wider partnership delivery in UK policing?

Political decisions have a significant impact on wider partnership delivery in UK policing, as they shape the structure, objectives, and effectiveness of collaborative efforts between police forces and other agencies. This impact can be seen in various aspects, including the establishment of partnerships, resource allocation, and the development of joint strategies.

One key area where political decisions influence partnership delivery is in the legislative requirement for police to work with other agencies through multi-agency partnerships. These partnerships bring together police forces, local authorities, health services, and other agencies to address complex issues such as crime prevention, community safety, and public health. Political decisions determine the legal frameworks, funding mechanisms, and accountability structures that underpin these partnerships (Loveday, 2015).

Furthermore, political decisions regarding resource allocation can have a direct impact on the effectiveness of partnership delivery in policing. Funding decisions made by central and local governments determine the availability of resources for partnership initiatives. Insufficient funding for specific partnership programs or agencies can hinder their ability to effectively contribute to the overall delivery of policing services (Gyford and Loader, 2016).

Political decisions also shape the development of joint strategies and policies within partnerships. Government policy priorities and political agendas influence the focus and direction of partnership initiatives. For example, political decisions related to tackling drug abuse may lead to the development of joint strategies between police forces, health services, and social work agencies. These strategies can include harm reduction approaches, diversion programs, and treatment options that align with political objectives (Loveday, 2015).  However, the impact of political decisions on wider partnership delivery in policing is not without challenges.  Political changes, such as shifts in government or changes in policy direction, can disrupt established partnerships and their continuity. This can lead to a loss of momentum, fragmentation of efforts, and difficulties in maintaining consistent strategies (Loveday, 2015).  In summary, political factors have a broad impact on wider partnership delivery in UK policing. They influence the establishment, governance, resource allocation, and strategic direction of multi-agency collaborations. While political decisions can enhance accountability and coordination, they can also introduce challenges related to funding, continuity, and alignment with changing political agendas.  This is particularly challenging in Wales, where the criminal justice system is distinct which is reflected by the fact that those institutions responsible for criminal justice simply cannot operate in isolation from broader frameworks and institutions of social policy, which in Wales are now almost all devolved (Jones and Jones, 2022).




3. Conclusion

The relationship between policing and politics is complex and multi-faceted.  Whilst politicians will always have an integral part to play in terms of setting strategic objectives and supplementing local police funding streams, excessive interference can undermine the operational independence of the police, compromising impartiality and eroding public trust. Striking a balance between political influence and operational independence is crucial for effective policing in the England and Wales.

Factors such as historical and cultural contexts, political ideologies, and the discretion of policing organisations who can also influence the setting of priorities.  Likewise, policing will always form a solid foundation of party manifestos and dealing firmly with issues of crime and disorder are often seen as election winners.  The Police Uplift Programme is perhaps a good example of the influence of politics upon policing, notwithstanding the ultimate success of this policy, or otherwise.

In conclusion, politicians in England and Wales play a crucial role in dictating policing priorities through the establishment of policies, laws, and budgets. The introduction of PCCs has strengthened the democratic accountability of policing, particularly locally and serve as the natural conduit between policing and politics.
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