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Evaluate the disruption options available to target criminal activity on the road network. (2000 words)

The road network is used by an array of criminals, committing a variety of crimes. These crimes could range from minor motoring offences to organised crime (College of Policing, 2019).  The police have sole responsibility to provide security and safety on the road network in the UK (HMICFRS, 2020) however, the police do work in partnership with other agencies like the Driver and Vehicle Licensing (DVLA) and the Home Office to assist in effectively tackling crime on the roads (Goverment Transformation , 2021). Furthermore, the police utilise technology such as Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) along with applying legislative powers such as Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act to target criminal activity. This essay will evaluate these police options and how it disrupts criminal activity on the road network.

A disruption option used by police officers is the implementation of stopping vehicles to conduct certain checks. This is made lawful using the legislative power of Section 163 - Power of police to stop vehicles, under the Road Traffic Act 1988 (Legislation.gov.uk, 2006). This piece of legislation summarises that a police officer has the lawful right to stop any vehicle on the road and does not require any level of suspicion to do so, given they are in full police uniform (Bryant, 2020).  As a result of a police officer stopping a vehicle on the road, the officer can request documentation (Gov.uk, n.d.). For example, the police officer can request the driver to produce their vehicle licence. This request is made lawful through Section 164 - Power of constables to require the production of driving licence and, in certain cases, statement of their date of birth, under the Road Traffic Act 1988 (Legislation.gov.uk , 2020). Moreover, the police officer can also request the insurance certificate for the vehicle and MOT certificate under Section 165 - Power of constables to obtain names and addresses of drivers and others, and to require the production of evidence of insurance and test certificates, of the Road Traffic Act 1988. 

As a result of police effectively exercising Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act, they are able to catch individuals who are driving a vehicle on the road without a valid driving licence or insurance, which is a criminal offence. The RAC published statistics in an article stating “2020 saw a jump in the number of provisional licence holders caught without insurance” (RAC Media Centre, 2022) which is in relation to data received from the DVLA where it outlines the statistics of uninsured drivers and drivers who did not hold a valid driving licence caught behind the wheel by police in 2020.  It stated that 105,641 individuals were caught on the roadside where it was discovered that the driver did not hold valid driving insurance. From that number, 15,933 people were also found not to have a valid driving licence.  This data points out that a vast number of people are boldly committing this type of offence on UK public roads, and police can identify and tackle this problem by routinely pulling vehicles and requesting this documentation, which is made possible through the Road Traffic Act. 

Further use of Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act is that it is used to disrupt criminal activity in the form of drink-driving or drug-driving on the roads in the UK. In August of 2021, the Department for Transport (2021) released statistics declaring that 2,050 people were killed or seriously hurt (KSIs) as a result of this type of crime; 230 individuals from that figure were fatalities and a separate article published by BBC News (McCarthy, 2021) informs that Wales had the greatest drink-driving percentage of casualties in the UK in 2020 according to UK Government data.  South Wales Police (2022) published an article on their website detailing the statistics of their most recent Christmas campaign to tackle drink and drug driving, which ran between December the 1st 2021 to January 1st, 2022; this campaign was a joint effort between all four police forces in Wales.  As a result, 503 people were caught behind the wheel whilst under the influence of drink or drugs; more specifically, there were 299 arrests for drink-driving and 204 for drug-driving. 

However, on further evaluation of Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act, there is a lack of knowledge from the public when it comes to this legislation. For one, it appears that there is a large percentage of individuals who believe that a police officer requires a reason to pull over a vehicle, which is not the case. This claim is supported by a number of articles such as “When can police legally stop your car? This is what the law says” (Evans, 2020) and online chat rooms such as “Can the police pull you over for no reason in the UK?” (Quora, 2021)  that are dedicated to educating and discussing this matter with people. Also, in another article, a solicitor by the name of Iain Gould (2021) discusses a situation involving a previous client who was stopped by the police in his vehicle. He detailed that his client believed that there needed to be a reason to be stopped and began a heated argument with the police officer on the roadside, which ultimately resulted in the client getting handcuffed. This kind of interaction between a member of the public and the police officer had the possibility of damaging public perception of the police and future relations with this individual. However, this individual was ill-informed and was not complying with the police officer due to believing he was in the right.

An additional aspect to consider is the idea that certain members of the public believe they are being unfairly targeted by the police when they are being pulled over in their vehicles on the roads. For instance, Nadine Batchelor-Hunt  (Batchelor-Hunt, 2020) is a journalist who discusses an incident that occurred in August 2020, whereby Dawn Butler claimed that she was being racially profiled by the police due to institutional racism when the police had pulled her vehicle over. Police stated to Butler that the vehicle was registered to a different part of the country which they wanted to further investigate, but it was then discovered that they had read the number plate wrong. This same article goes on to discuss how human rights groups have voiced concerns regarding the disproportionate number of black peoples’ vehicles stopped under section 163 of the Road Traffic Act. This point is shared by the organisation StopWatch which highlighted, in an article titled “Home secretary announces recording of all traffic stops” (Stop Watch, 2016), the need for more effective recording of the stopping of vehicles under Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act; this way there is more accountability for police officers, better monitoring to prevent communities from being unfairly targeted,  as well as legislative changes to power due to the negative effect it is having in some communities. 

Another effective disruption option available for police to target criminal activity on the road network is the use of Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) technology. The College of Police (College of Policing, n.d) explains that ANPR interprets and stores number plates of vehicles that use the road network. The National Police Chiefs Council (2016) outlines that ANPR camera reads a vehicle’s number plate and then is instantly cross-referenced on a computer system. If this vehicle has been noted to be of concern, it can be intercepted by police officers when the vehicle has been identified on the road network, which allows for prompt and effective action. These cameras are positioned in locations in a strategical manner; the consideration must satisfy that the presence of the ANPR cameras will have the desired effect of “detect, deter and disrupt criminal activity”  (National Police Chiefs Council, 2016). There are currently 13000 cameras in operation around the UK, providing approximately 55 million reads on licence plate numbers a day to the national ANPR system (National Police Chiefs' Council, n.d.). 

ANPR technology has been an effective tool in tackling crime by identifying those who drive without car insurance on the roads; around 3,000 vehicles are seized by police officers from England and Wales with the assistance of ANPR technology (Mav, 2022). However, ANPR has not only proven to be successful in tackling crime related to improper use of vehicles on the roads but has also been effective in dealing with crimes of a more serious nature. Surrey Police (Surrey Police , 2020) published an article that outlined the success of an operation that involved nine police forces across the Southeast of England where it targeted the drug supply lines. This operation was based on utilising ANPR and intelligence to target vehicles on the road network. This operation resulted in 230 arrests; these offences included attempted murder, possession of firearms and intent to supply Class A drugs. Furthermore, 22 knives and 54 vehicles were seized. 

Regardless of this, it appears that there is concern that ANPR cameras are not always complying with legislation relating to the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR). ANPR cameras are able to scan number plates and gain access to a host of personal information about the vehicle owner. An article, written by Hugo Griffiths (2020), brings to light an issue that Sheffield City Council’s ANPR network had a significant data breach, meaning the details of 8.6 million journeys were left unsecured therefore allowing anyone with an internet connection to gain access; this could increase the potential for someone to change the camera’s location name, with the intent to give the impression a vehicle was in a different location in order to make someone look guilty of a criminal offence. 

In conclusion, this task has evaluated Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act and Automatic Number Plate Recognition technology as a disruption option for police to target criminal activity on the road network. It has outlined that Section 163 of the Road Traffic Act is an effective approach to catching drivers on the road who are driving without a driving licence or vehicle insurance by pulling vehicles over without justification. The data presented by the RAC highlighted the success police had by doing this. Also, this legislation had further been proven to be an effective tool in catching drink and drug drivers on the UK roads by the statistic that South Wales police published. However, this legislation has come under criticism for a few reasons; one of which was due to certain members of the community feeling they were being targeted by their ethnicity. However, there appears to be no evidence this is the case.  However, a fair criticism of this legislative power is a lack of recording of when police officers pull vehicles over. If more adequate recordings are documented, it allows for better monitoring to ensure that there is no discrimination when police officers educate this power, which will be a positive step for the communities that feel they are being wrongfully targeted. While ANPR cameras have proven to be a powerful means in establishing which motorists are driving vehicles without driving insurance and targeting vehicles that are linked to criminal activity, many are concerned that it has the potential to leak personal details. This was true in the case relating to Sheffield City Council breaching General Data Protection Regulations by allowing the details of millions of vehicles to be unprotected. Therefore, it appears that there is a need to have stricter controls on security regarding the data that is held by ANPR cameras, which will prevent much of the criticism people have about this technology.   
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Assess the role of community policing in fostering and maintaining community cohesion. (2000 words)

Community engagement has been categorised into three levels: the democratic mandate level, the intermediate strategic level and the neighbourhood level. The neighbourhood level refers to local priorities and problems (Myhill, 2006); it’s this level where community policing sets its focus. Community Policing or Neighbourhood Policing can be described as the process in which local Police Officers and Police Community Support Officers (PCSO), place a concerted focus on integrating with the local community to build rapport with the public, in efforts to strengthen relationships and build trust, which develops improved lines of communication. Through this process, the police are better able to ascertain the needs of the community it serves (Bryant, 2020). Having a strong presence in the community allows police to gather vital information and intelligence and to disrupt potential criminal activity; the goal of community policing is to reduce crime (All Answers, 2018). This essay will assess the role of community policing in how it fosters and maintains community cohesion. 

The term community cohesion refers to the closeness of the members of that community. This consists of members of that community having a shared vision and a feeling of belonging, individuals of diverse backgrounds and circumstances which are celebrated and valued by all, positive relationships between members of that community that exist and grow with the sense of ownership of how the community is run, with the strong sense of safety and absence of crime (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2007). 

The presence of high crime in an area has a crippling effect on community cohesion. A report titled “Crime and Cohesive Communities” (Wedlock, 2006) states that communities that were perceived to have low levels of community cohesion had higher levels of crime as a result; these crimes included burglaries from dwellings and motor vehicle theft. Furthermore, the same report indicates that communities with perceived higher levels of community cohesion had lower levels of crime. These findings are also shared by a report titled  “Guidance for Local Authorities on How Mainstream Community Cohesion into Other Services” (Communities and local government, 2009) where it explains the theory that greater degrees of community cohesion naturally meant the community shared the same goals and values; they do not welcome or accept any negative behaviour of this kind and stand united to address these issues.  Moreover, this report stated that in areas of poverty, crime is also lower when that community had strong community cohesion. It continues by stating not only does the physical act of crime affect the cohesion of the local population, but the fear of crime itself does. It discusses that the correlation between cohesion and fear of crime runs in opposite directions from one another as this is a product of an un-cohesive community.

The role of police in maintaining community cohesion is to build effective relationships with community and partner agencies to create strategies to tackle and prevent crime so that the public can thrive in a community that is free from the fear of crime as well as the crime itself (Ungur, 2020). In 2002 Police Community Support Officers (PCSO) were introduced to the UK to assist with providing a uniformed presence on the streets and to support with tacking low-level crime such as anti-social behaviour and to focus on community engagement to build relationships with members of that area and to better understand their needs (BBC News, 2012). 

The role of conducting high visibility patrols was the first fundamental role for PCSOs. During these patrols, they would spend most of their time engaging with members of the public, which provided a stronger presence in the community (All Answers, 2018). The benefit of conducting these patrols was highlighted in a study conducted by the Institute of Criminology (University of Cambridge, 2016) which was performed over the space of a year, focusing on the effects of delegating PCSOs to carry out a 21-minute patrol in 34 hotspots for crime in their police force area. The research concluded that these patrols, consisting of two PCSOs, prevented 86 assaults or crimes which were of same threat. This study demonstrates that this form of policing has a direct impact on reducing crime in a specific area and, as a result, has positive effects on the cohesion of that community. Additionally, these daily patrols can often place PCSOs in the right place at the right time to deal with situations. An example of this was when PCSO Mayo was engaging with a member of the public and believed she could smell cannabis; this information was then passed on, allowing police officers to conduct a search of the premises to discover a large cannabis growing facility (Angear, 2020).

Through conducting regular patrols and engaging with the community, PCSOs can build trusting relationships with the public as they are familiar with them. This has been proven to be an effective method of gaining information and intelligence as individuals in that community are often willing to disclose vital information about criminal activity with individuals that are known to them and whom they feel that they can trust; without that rapport or relationship, many crimes would not be known. This was the case when PCSO Gippert obtained credible information which resulted in police officers seizing 165 cannabis plants from a makeshift cannabis factory in the local area, which was estimated to have a street value of £100,000 (All Answers, 2018). Also, another similar situation involved a PCSO ascertaining information and intelligence that directly led to police officers conducting a raid on a property that was discovered to be a cannabis factory. This shows that effectively engaging with the public can mean important information is gathered which can lead to effective police action to tackle crime in the community. 

However, the role of PCSOs has come under criticism by some; a retired police officer, Phill Edwards, stated that crime detection figures for PCSO appear to be very low and believes that PCSOs have limited policing powers and the cost of a PCSO could be better utilised to employ a police constable (Williams, n.d.). Further criticism comes from Matthew Smith, a Police and Crime Commissioner candidate, who claims to have spoken to the community about their thoughts about PCSOs and their feedback was overall negative. Smith stated that the individuals he had spoken to referred to PCSOs as plastic policemen and had no faith in them (BBC News, 2012). As a result of PCSOs having limited policing powers, they believe they are unable to effectively execute their role in the community, and therefore need more authority. This is highlighted in an article called “PCSOs demand more power” (Harris, 2014) where it referenced a survey undertaken by PCSOs; two-thirds of which stated they were unable to do the job asked of them with the powers they have. 

An additional aspect to assess when looking at the role of how police maintain, or foster community cohesion is something referred to as Problem-Oriented Policing. This can be described as the focused approach in identifying a problem in the community by means of analysing the difficulty and engineering a bespoke solution, taking action and then reviewing the result; these problems are anti-social types of behaviour and crimes that have negative effects on the community. (College of Policing, 2020).  This concept was first proposed by Herman Goldstein in 1979 when he addressed the need to solve the root problem of these reoccurring issues, rather than address them at the surface level which does not provide long term success (Sidebottom et al.,2019). The approach is to identify and tackle underlining issues in the community, with the support of other agencies in the community, referred to as a multi-agency approach. When addressing crime and disorder in the community there is a statutory obligation for the police and other agencies to tackle this behaviour which is outlined in the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 (Bryant, 2020). 

To tackle such issues when it comes to Problem-Oriented Policing, the SARA Model is regularly used by UK police. This model addresses community problems by systematically working through four stages. These stages are Scanning, Analysising, Response, and Assessment (Porter, 2013). An article titled “Problem-oriented policing” (College of Policing, 2020) discusses 34 studies that were carried out in the UK, US, and Canada. These studies analysed the effectiveness of this pro-active style of community policing and its effects on crime such as anti-social behaviour, drug-related issues, violent crime, and probationer reoffending. This evidence stated that Problem-Oriented Policing reduced crime and disorder by 33.8% in the community. This study also took into consideration whether this approach just simply forced crime to take place at a different location, but there was no evidence to support this. The report continued by claiming that 32 of the 34 studies reported stated that there were levels of improvement of various degrees. However, there were four studies that saw significant success which resulted in submission for the Goldstein Award. Furthermore, one study presented statistics outlining that police reduced the time spent dealing with an incident at a particular location by 51%, which translates to 1,253.4 police officers’ working hours were saved per annum. 

However, the SARA Problem Solving Model requires commitment from the public and partnership agencies to be successful; police effort alone is not likely to be enough (College of Policing, 2020). During the Response stage of the SARA Model, the positive participation of the local community and partner agencies is important for various reasons, one of which is if the public is informed and included in the efforts to tackle the problem, they will be more willing to take positive action in deterring the issue by means of encouraging the offenders not to pursue the unwanted behaviour or inform the police when an issue occurs (Stuiver, 2017). The 34 studies discussed in the “Problem-Oriented Policing” (College of Policing, 2020) discusses five studies that did not have the desired outcome; the study concluded this was due to the lack of compliance from the public as they had low levels of trust for the police, which was blamed for the failure of the project.  

In conclusion, this task has discussed that the presence of crime has a devastating impact on the cohesion of a community. It can divide a community but can also bring a community together; a community that has high levels of cohesion has statistically lower levels of crime as they work together to achieve a common goal. As a result, the importance of community policing to achieve this and address the presence of crime is vital to foster and maintain the cohesion of a community. The effectiveness of PCSOs in conducting a 21-minute patrol in hotspot areas of crime was shown to have a positive effect on crime levels. Along with their obvious presence in the community, PCSOs can build trusting relationships which means they can gain valuable information in order to target crime that is affecting the local area. With this information, efforts can focus on addressing these issues by applying problem-solving methods, such as the SARA model. This task highlighted how the SARA model, when utilised in the correct manner, has a positive effect on dealing with issues and pointed out that the involvement of partner agencies and the local public were important to get a successful outcome. 
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