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Abstract

policing by consent is a key principle used by the police in the UK and is where they gain their policing power through the approval from the public. The principles stem from Sir Robert Peel’s ideas back in 1829 and is what shapes how the police service conducts themselves. In this paper, key topics are mentioned such as trust and cooperation from the public as well as the need for the police to bond with communities. Also mentioned is how reduction in police budgets effects the people and impacts the trust of the public. Public trust is the pinnacle of consent in policing and maintaining this with the public is key. Police accountability is a way in which trust is maintained due to officers being held accountable. Also, community engagement is essential to building trust and keeping this key factor of public approval in good terms. 



introduction

The term policing by consent is deeply rooted in modern policing and is a key principle in a democratic society. The idea of policing by consent shows that the authority which the police are given comes from the support and the trust of communities rather than a threat of force used by the police. As the idea of policing by consent sounds practical, as like many other ideas, it comes with complications. For example, not all communities show great respect towards the police which in return makes it difficult to enforce policing by consent. In this paper there will be a discussion around the concept of consent by policing highlighting the issues surrounding it as well as options to address any issues regarding the topic. 


objectives

In this paper there will be a discussion regarding the topic of consent by policing. The objective of this paper is for the reader to understand the concept of consent by policing and where the term originated from. Also, the reader will be able to understand the issues surrounding consent by policing as well as the benefits and positive outcomes from policing by consent. The final outcome of this paper for the reader will be to have a strong knowledge around this topic and to be able to clearly see the positives versus the negatives in policing by consent.


Consent by policing, where does it come from?

Consent by policing first came to light a very long time ago and underlies all aspects of modern policing. This concept was created by Sir Robert Peel, who established the Metropolitan Police, all the way back in the early 19th century in 1829. Peel, as well as others, had many ideas which led to a set of principles being created. As stated by the Home Office (2012),’ A long standing philosophy in British policing, known as the Robert Peel’s 9 principles of policing’. These principles have had an enormous effect on not only how the police enforce the law, but they also contribute towards the way the police are viewed in modern democratic societies. There are many things which can be interpreted from the 9 principles but there are some points which stand out more than others. For example, the cooperation and trust of the public, involvement within communities, accountability as well as transparency and following an ethical standard. 


Issues surrounding consent in policing

[bookmark: _Int_N7PJTPjl]Just like all things surrounding the topic of policing, there are many challenges which police forces up and down the country will come across. Public trust is arguably the most essential factor of policing but is often misunderstood and issues surrounding public trust continue to rise. Trust and cooperation is one of Peel’s 9 principles. As mentioned by futurelearn (no date), ‘Police must secure the willing cooperation of the public in voluntary observance of the law to be able to secure and maintain the respect of the public’. There are many reasons why trust from the public may be impacted such as police misconduct, a heavy use of force from officers and a general lack of accountability from police forces when it comes to managing incidents. In the UK, there are ‘45 territorial police forces’ as stated by Police.uk (2024). Each force has their own way of reaching out to the communities they police and with every force there are huge varieties in communities such as different population levels, different levels of diversity and a significant difference in police presence in communities. As stated by Owen-Evans and Low (2024) ‘public trust and confidence is low’. In their overview ‘52% of adults told a YouGov survey of Great Britain that they had no/not very much confidence in the police’. To focus on one Police force particularly, a report by the London assembly (2022) has shown that trust in the police had decreased ‘to a record low of 49%’. They also state that ‘this fall has been steady and consistent since June 2017, when confidence was at 69%’. If a national survey shows confidence to be just over 52% and a localised survey has reached a record low of 49%, as seen above, could this mean there are some underlying issues surrounding the police forces in the UK? For policing by consent to work efficiently there needs to be a form of trust and respect from the public. If there is a lack of trust and especially respect, there will be an enormous lack of cooperation which can cause major issues. The College of Policing (2013) recognise the importance of cooperation from the public when they state, ‘without the cooperation from the public, policing in developed democracies would become essentially unworkable’. Another issue in consent of policing is a lack of representation within police forces. The UK today is more diverse than it has ever been with ‘18% of people in England and Wales being BAME’ as stated by Gov.uk (2021). Some areas of the country, in the big cities, such as London and Manchester are incredibly diverse as stated by Trust for London (2021) ‘46% of Londoners are BAME’. For the Metropolitan (MET) Police, who police Greater London, to show the same level of diversity the organisation itself would need to be 46% BAME. However, according to Police.uk (2021) the MET police is 85% white. There can be many reasons for this such as the level of deprivation in BAME communities which are constantly being reported on. ‘BAME people are 2.5 times more likely to be in relative poverty’ as stated by the Institute of Race Relations (2024). Although the level of diversity in the MET isn't anywhere near as close to the level of diversity in the community they serve, the MET have a lot of recruitment initiatives to improve the diversity within the organisation and there have been clear goals set to try and achieve this. London Assembly (2021) released a statement from the Mayor of London which is as follows, ‘Increasing the diversity of the Metropolitan Police Service is a key priority of my action plan on transparency, accountability and trust in Policing’. As mentioned previously, trust and transparency are fundamental factors of consent in policing and ultimately shape every other factor revolving around policing by consent. In the UK, according to Hartshorn (2024), ‘The programme correctly notes that recorded crimes increased by 65% in the last decade. The past decade also witnessed a reduction in police numbers by 20,000’. This shows that crime in the UK is rising at a worrying rate while the amount of police officers available to deal with the increase in demand are being cut. There are many reasons why there are 20,000 fewer police officers than a decade ago but the main reason being underfunding from the government. An example of underfunding in 2024 is Lincolnshire police where, as stated by Harratt (2024), they are ‘facing a 17m gap in its budget’. That figure is a substantial amount of money which could have been used for a number of things such as updating equipment, hosting more educational events for the communities and even employing more police personnel to tackle crime. Underfunding within the police service leaves forces with no choice but to balance the budget by cutting some services they provide and potentially closing police stations. This leaves communities vulnerable because the officers which would have been creating a deterrent for crime with a visible police presence will no longer be visible in that area. Police station closures have become worryingly more common over the past decade and the effect this has on the communities around the closed stations is worrying. Budget reductions have taken place in London especially and as a result police infostructure in the city has taken the brunt of the cuts. According to Facchetti (2024), ‘a wave of austerity cuts which resulted in the closure of 70% of the police stations’, ‘the closures persistently increased violent crimes’. She also exclaimed that the trend is ‘consistent with lower deterrence and police effectiveness’. This all points back to public trust because without the availability of a police presence, whether that is of a police officer or police station, there will evidently be an increase of crime causing the communities to lose confidence in the polices ability to tackle crime. 

Options to address the issues

[bookmark: _Int_Hzp9l3zV]Public trust and cooperation are at the heart of consent in policing and without this, policing by consent cannot function. With trust comes appropriate accountability for the actions in which police officers commit. Police accountability is very important because of consent in policing. Public approval is one of the key factors of policing by consent meaning accountability is essential in keeping public approval in the police. In the UK, police officers answer to the Independent Office of Police Conduct (IOPC). According to the IOPC (2023) they ‘oversee the complaints system in England and Wales. We investigate the most serious matters, including deaths by police contact and we set the standards by which the police should deal with complaints’.  They are independent from the police forces as well as the government, meaning they hold no bias and will prosecute officers if they believe it is necessary. This works well with boosting trust in communities because they know that the police answer to a higher power and can be held responsible for their actions. The IOPC (2023) has released their ‘key findings for 2022/23’. The main points are as follows ‘the total number of complaints rose by 8%’, ‘the most common type of complaint related to delivery of duties and service’ ‘such as a lack of updates or delays in responses’ and ‘the rise in complaints resolved informally shows that more complaints or being sorted quickly’. The key finding from the IOPC shows that one of the main issues is how long police forces take to deliver updates regarding issues. Now this could be for a number of reasons such as the one previously mentioned in this paper, a lack of funding. What the findings also show is that the IOPC take complaints seriously and deal with them efficiently and appropriately to ensure that the police forces are held accountable. Although the IOPC do a good job of dealing with officers who cross the line there are some who go unnoticed until it’s too late and it is ultimately these few who break the trust with the public that so many try to restore. One recent example is the tragic case of Sarah Everard. According to the BBC (2021) ‘Met police officer Wayne Couzens has been sentenced to a whole-life term for the murder of Sarah Everard’. Wayne Couzens, a MET officer at the time, kidnapped, raped and murdered Sarah Everard when she was walking home from work one evening. It was later discovered that he had premeditated this attack when he went out and hunted his victim after a shift. The actions of this individual absolutely tarnished the reputation of the MET police and destroyed the trust between the police and the public which just goes to show how it only takes the actions of one individual to destroy years worth of trust with the public. As mentioned previously, one of the main issues which results in crime is a lack of police presence. Community and neighbourhood policing is a way in which police forces increase their police presence in communities while engaging with individuals at the same time. Neighbourhood policing is also surrounded by consent in policing and the Peelian principles as stated by the College of Policing (2021) ‘the recognition that the police are a part of the community and that their power depends on public approval’. There are many benefits to neighnourhood policing such as the ones stated by the College of Policing (2021) ‘promoting community safety and feelings of safety’, ‘prevention of crime, anti-social behaviour and disorder’ and ‘the legitimacy necessary to enable policing by consent’. These are all things which make community policing so great because they can build relationships and bonds which they may never have been able to do before as they are in the heart of the communities they serve. This proactively restores trust and relationships between communities and the police which shows why consent in policing is such a remarkable thing that we have. 

Conclusion
To conclude, it is evident that public approval and trust is the key factor which allows consent in policing to function to the best of its ability. There are many things impacting consent in policing such as lack of confidence in the police, an underrepresentation in some communities and a cut on police funding all impact one thing, the trust and cooperation of the public. A way trust is established is police accountability. The IOPC oversee police conduct and action complaints and any abuse of power promptly and appropriately. There are many ways the police try to establish trust in communities such as the introduction of neighbourhood policing to create a more hands-on approach to creating relationships in the community. Throughout this paper it has been clearly shown that public trust is constantly trying to be improved as it is recognised as the most crucial factor in policing by consent. 
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