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Assignment 2 

Question: Explore and evaluate the use of body worn cameras in evidence-based policing 

This essay will provide an evaluation of the use of body-worn cameras in evidence-based policing. The concept of evidence-based policing was developed to create an effective police service through the use of a collaboration of high-quality evidence to challenge policing policies, practices, and decisions gathered by multiple academic agencies (Sherman, 1998). This allows police departments across the United Kingdom to identify successful policing strategies and apply them accordingly to reduce crime. The use of body-worn cameras was introduced in 2005 and is now a mandatory requirement across the United Kingdom (College of Policing, 2021). The use of body-worn cameras has provided evidence-based policing with extensive knowledge of criminal behaviour, characteristics, and patterns to provide methods of crime reduction.  However, the effectiveness of the device is highly debatable and an evaluation of this will be provided throughout this essay. 

There are multiple criminological theories that inform evidence-based policing with examples including the Rational Choice theory [1998] and Routine Activity theory [1979]. These theories have helped outline the causes of criminal activity, by focusing on contributing factors such as their social background, possible targets, and locations. 
By doing this, it has abled theorists to create deterrence methods such as surveillance, target removal, and designing out of crime. All of these are used to some extent within each police force across the United Kingdom with some proving more effective than others. With society changing rapidly, it is important to introduce new and effective methods of policing. Evidence-based policing utilises all information available to them to formulate modern policing tactics, which has seen the implementation of body-worn cameras.

A body-worn camera is a small piece of equipment that is worn by police officers as part of their uniform. Their purpose is to capture video and audio footage from individual cases that to provide evidence if and when necessary (Metropolitan Police, 2022). These devices were implemented to ensure that the transparency and accountability of interactions between the police and the community were of a satisfactory standard. The footage accumulated by body-worn cameras is used to provide evidence-based policing with a further understanding of crime and produce relevant deterrence methods. A police officer may record and retain material relevant to the investigation of an alleged crime under part 2 of the Criminal Investigations Act [1996] which permits the use of the device. In addition to this, there are five principles for the use of body-worn cameras in the United Kingdom to ensure that the devices are used correctly and safely (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2022). Firstly, the use of the device must be lawful. The police have the authority to use body-worn cameras contrary to common law policing principles, which state that they must protect life and property, preserve order, prevent the commission of offences, and bring offenders to justice. Secondly, the data must be processed and managed correctly per the Data Protection Act [2018], as well as the NPCC Digital and Physical Retention Guidance. Thirdly, the device must be made visible ensuring that others are aware of its presence. Another principle is that its use has to be proportionate, legitimate, necessary, and relevant to the incident. This is underlined by the Human Rights Act [1998], the Data Protection Act [2018], and the Surveillance Camera Code of Practice (2013).  The police must use their discretion when using body-worn cameras, following the principles of best evidence. However, information collected using the device is not a substitute for conventional forms of evidence gathering including written statements and interviews. Lastly, police departments must discuss body-worn cameras with their community on their use to ensure that engagement will be proportionate to the local level of impact.

Although there are measures implemented to ensure that the use of body-worn cameras is correct, there are multiple disadvantages surrounding the device. A discussion of the strengths, weaknesses, and ethical limitations of body-worn cameras will be provided. 
One advantage of body-worn cameras is improved transparency, as it provides accurate evidence which helps resolve disputes and provides clarity in cases where there is conflicting evidence or statement. The use of these devices may strengthen the relationship between police agencies and their local community (McClure, Lynch, Golian, et al., 2017). On the other hand, technology issues are apparent with body-worn cameras. This can cause issues to arise regarding the quality of the video, which not only affects the case in question but also evidence-based policing.  Another advantage of body-worn cameras in evidence-based policing is their ability to gather and preserve high-quality evidence. If prosecution becomes necessary then body-worn cameras are an accurate recording of the event, which can be used to prosecute criminals and provide staff with training. The evidence captured by the device has been used in over 90% of prosecutions in the United States (Robin and Nembhard, 2022). According to the College of Policing (2021), there is no evidence that suggests that body-worn cameras have had an impact on crime reduction. This arises suspicion whether body-worn cameras are an effective deterrence method. However, a study conducted by the University of Cambridge (2016) has proven there has been a 93% reduction in complaints made against the police since the implementation of body-worn cameras. An ethical limitation of the use of body-worn cameras in evidence-based policing is the possibility of privacy violations. The equipment is used to capture footage that often contains sensitive personal information, an individual’s personal appearance, conversations, and behaviour. The public often raises their concern about the information being misused, which may have a negative impact on the individuals who appears in these clips. Although this is a limitation of body-worn cameras, the police must comply with the Data Protection Act [2018]. Under this legislation it is law that data protection principles are followed accordingly and that all information is used fairly, lawfully, and transparently (Government UK, 2022). The use of body-worn cameras can protect police officers by providing evidence of any conflict that may occur during encounters. It is estimated that 7% of hate crimes recorded by West Midland Police include police victims (Police Federation, 2021). The use of body-worn cameras has proven to be successful in capturing conduct and ensuring that justice is served in each case.  It is an essential piece of equipment that protects officers and the public who encounter conflict, with 8.3% of officers being prosecuted for misconduct (Robin and Nembhard, 2022). In addition to this, the footage the device produces may help prepare new recruits to identify risks and demonstrate how to resolve problems. According to statistics produced by the Home Office, there has been an additional 20,591 officers recruited across the United Kingdom following the 2019 election (SKY News, 2023). By utilising the footage produced by body-worn footage it ensures that newly qualified officers have an idea of the conflict they would experience in their role whilst prioritising their safety. Although body-worn cameras are now a mandatory requirement for officers across the United Kingdom, they are an expensive piece of equipment. A recent statistic suggests that there has been a 20% reduction to police funding between 2010 and 2017 (BBC, 2018). The budget constraints that the police services are facing in the United Kingdom is resulting in fewer recourses, this may result in a certain number of officers being equipped with body-worn cameras whilst on duty.  In addition to this, it may have a significant impact on the quality and quantity of footage which has affected the information used by evidence-based policing.

To assess the effectiveness of body-worn cameras, an evaluation of the evidence it provides in cases concerning domestic abuse shall be provided. Domestic abuse can be defined under the Domestic Abuse Act [2021] as abuse that occurs between two individuals aged 16 or above that are personally connected to each other. The term ‘domestic abuse’ includes a variety of behaviours such as coercive control, and physical, sexual, or psychological abuse. It is estimated that 2.4 million people aged 16 or over had experienced domestic abuse during the year ending in March 2022 with the majority of those victims being women (Office for National Statistics, 2022). The crime is one of a complex nature, which can make it extremely difficult to report. However, the Crime Survey for England and Wales is an independent organisation that collects its statistics through a voluntary, anonymous, home-based study. This survey is accessible to those who cannot or fear reporting the crime to the police and therefore would prefer to do it anonymously. In comparison, police recorded statistics only showed that there were 910,980 cases of domestic abuse recorded (Office for National Statistics, 2022). The importance of wearing body-worn cameras in domestic abuse cases are highly important, as the evidence demonstrates that 81% of disputes attended were charged in contrast to 72% of cases where officers were not equipped (Pinnacle Response, 2014). The use of body-worn video is a valuable piece of equipment in domestic abuse cases as it captures images of the scene in its raw state, whether it is of assault, criminal damage, or the emotional impact the dispute has caused (Greater Manchester Police, 2020). If this case is taken to court, it will be substantial evidence in proving that the defendant is criminally liable for this offence. In addition to this, the footage captured from domestic abuse is essential for proving new recruits with training in similar situations. Evidence-based policing will utilise the footage to create effective methods to prevent domestic abuse, provide police officers with efficient training and educate the public.  The police have adapted their approaches to domestic abuse by partnering up with other agencies such as Women’s Aid, Live Fear-Free, and Llamau (South Wales Police, ‘no date’). In addition to this, the police have introduced safety measures such as the DASH risk checklist, which helps determine the vulnerability of an induvial who has or may encounter domestic abuse, stalking, and honour-based violence (Safe Lives, 2015). The use of body-worn cameras has impacted evidence-based policing significantly, changing the perception of domestic abuse and encouraging the introduction of modern policing methods. The purpose of introducing new methods of policing such as body-worn cameras was to ensure the highest level of public safety and have been proven to be an effective tool in evidence-based policing. However, the objective has not been to stop domestic abuse altogether because that is rather naïve. Evidence-based policing has used body-worn cameras to raise awareness and provide victims with support. 

To conclude, the use of body-worn cameras has had a significant impact on evidence-based policing. The use of body-worn cameras has allowed evidence-based policing to enhance police and victim safety, improving investigations, and has prioritised the improvement of trust between police and the community. In addition to this, the device has made interactions more transparent and has made individuals more accountable for their actions. However, the limitations of body-worn evidence must be addressed and improved to ensure that it is used to its full potential. Although it has been proven a successful tool in evidence-based policing, there is no confirmation of it affecting crime (College of Policing, 2021). Its purpose was not to put an end to crime but reduce it and document it correctly. It is evident that it has been successful in doing so, as there have been many improvements in terms of raising awareness and implementing deterrence methods in the United Kingdom.
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