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1. Introduction
The Metropolitan Police Act 1829, introduced by Sir Robert Peel, created the UK’s first professional police force. His fifth principle stressed impartial service to the law, free from political interference (Home Office, 2012). This ideal was upheld in R v Metropolitan Police Commissioner, ex parte Blackburn [1968], which confirmed that the police are accountable only to the law (1968). 
Upholding the rule of law is a core government function, requiring both law-making and enforcement through institutions like the police and judiciary (Anything Political, 2024). 
In the UK, political parties publish manifestos before elections, outlining their priorities and shaping public expectations (Paxton & Haddon, 2024). Policing featured prominently in July 2024 general election: the Conservatives pledged 8,000 new officers; Labour focused on neighbourhood policing with thousands of local recruits; the Liberal Democrats aimed to reduce justice system backlogs; and the Greens proposed repealing laws restricting protest rights. (Magistrates Association, 2024).
These pledges highlight the complex connection between politics and policing, with political decisions shaping both police strategy and the legal framework.
This report explores that relationship—how political influence shapes policing, affects local priorities, and impacts public trust and engagement.
2. The Political Independence of the Police
Robert Reiner (2019) and John Grieve (2024) both assert that policing is inherently political, though they distinguish this from politicisation. Reiner’s (2019) argument—that policing reflects the values of those in power—highlights the structural alignment between law enforcement and prevailing political ideologies. Grieve (2024) reinforces this by tracing the political dimension of policing back to its origins, suggesting that even the foundational myth of impartiality is historically flawed.
This distinction is crucial: while policing must operate within a political context (e.g. enforcing laws passed by elected governments), politicisation implies manipulation for partisan gain. Grieve’s (2024) concern about think tanks and ideologically driven reforms underscores how easily this boundary can be crossed, especially when reforms are cloaked in the language of public interest but serve narrower agendas.
Ian Shannon (2021) adds a layer of complexity by focusing on legitimacy. His analysis of the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) reveals a paradox: while intended to enhance democratic accountability, PCCs may actually undermine legitimacy by increasing political control over operational decisions. This echoes Reiner’s (2019) and Grieve’s (2024) concerns, that political influence can erode public trust if it compromises fairness or effectiveness.
Shannon’s (2021) insight that legitimacy hinges on both effectiveness and perceived fairness is particularly salient. If political interference leads to poor recruitment, weakened vetting, or scandal—as Grieve (2024) warns—then legitimacy suffers, regardless of formal oversight mechanisms. Shannon’s (2021) research also reveals that governance reforms have made chief officers more anxious, potentially weakening their willingness to challenge politically driven priorities that may not align with public interest
Brain (2013) supports Shannon’s (2021) concerns by describing the move to PCCs as a constitutional shift. He contrasts the current model with the former tripartite system—shared between the Home Office, Police Authorities, and Chief Constables—which he views as the height of police de-politicisation. In Brain’s (2013) view, the Conservative-led reforms replaced this balance with a more politicised structure, giving elected PCCs significant control over police priorities and leadership.
This shift, Brain (2013) argues, replaces a professional model with a representative one, embedding political influence into a role once seen as apolitical. While this may improve visibility and accountability, it also risks short-termism, populism, and partisan interference, threatening the impartiality and stability of policing (Brain, 2013).
Together, Shannon (2021) and Brain (2013) expose a structural dilemma: how to ensure democratic accountability without compromising operational independence. Their critiques echo Reiner’s (2019) and Grieve’s (2024) warnings that political influence—even when institutionalised—can distort policing priorities and damage public trust.
Ian Loader (2014) challenges the very foundation of modern British policing by critiquing the Peelian Principles. He argues they are outdated and overly focused on interpersonal dynamics between police and public, neglecting the broader institutional role of policing in a democratic society. His call for civic policing—where police foster democratic values and earn public allegiance—offers a constructive alternative to the reactive, enforcement-heavy model that can be vulnerable to politicisation. 
Loader’s (2014) vision aligns with Shannon’s (2021) emphasis on legitimacy and with Reiner’s (2019) and Grieve’s (2024) critiques of political influence. Civic policing, by embedding the police within democratic culture rather than partisan structures, could serve as a buffer against politicisation (Loader, 2014).
John Worrall (2014) reinforces the argument that policing is inherently political, not merely because of its function within government, but because it enforces laws shaped by elected officials. This supports Ian Loader’s (2014) critique of the Peelian model: Peel’s vision of politically neutral policing may no longer hold in a system where law enforcement is structurally embedded in political processes. Worrall’s (2014, p. 49) observation that policing is “as political as any government function” underscores the futility of striving for complete neutrality in a democratic system.
Worrall’s (2014) nuanced view—that political influence can be both beneficial and detrimental— broadens the scope of the debate. On one hand, it allows for public input into policing priorities; on the other, it opens the door to populism, short-termism, and resource strain. This echoes Grieve’s (2024) concern that reforms driven by political ideology may not align with the public good, and that of Brain (2013), who suggests such influences can undermine legitimacy. 
Caless and Owens (2016) take this further by arguing that the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) did not initiate politicisation but rather formalised an already politicised system. Their critique of budgetary constraints and staff reductions as mechanisms of politicisation aligns with Shannon’s (2021) concern about legitimacy: when political decisions lead to under-resourced forces, the public’s trust in police effectiveness and fairness is likely to erode.
Stenning’s (2007) framework offers a conceptual bridge between the polarised views of policing as either autonomous or politically captured. By framing independence and accountability as a continuum, he opens space for context-sensitive governance. His model resists binary thinking and acknowledges that degrees of independence vary across domains (e.g. funding vs. deployment). However, it may be too descriptive—lacking normative guidance on where to draw the line between legitimate oversight and undue interference. Stenning’s (2007) distinction between internal and external independence also reveals how external pressures—from media, judiciary, and political actors—can subtly shape operational decisions, even without overt directives.
These perspectives indicate that separating politics from policing is unfeasible. Instead, the goal is to responsibly manage political influence. The Peelian principle— “the police are the public and the public are the police” (Home Office, 2012)—supports democratic accountability, but also implies the necessity of political mechanisms such as PCCs. If the public are to influence policing, some level of political involvement is essential. The real challenge lies in ensuring that this influence upholds, rather than undermines, legitimacy, fairness, and effectiveness.
3. Local Priorities versus National Strategic Objectives: The Political Influence on Policing Priorities
The Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011 introduced PCCs to develop local policing plans and hold forces accountable for their delivery. The core aim was to strengthen police-public relations by giving communities a greater say in setting local priorities (Home Office, 2010). 
However, this goal has not been fully realised. The Strategic Review of Policing in England and Wales (2022) found that national strategies often fail to reflect local concerns, creating a disconnect between what communities expect and what police deliver. The review found that national priorities—such as counterterrorism and Serious Organised Crime (SOC)—can frequently overshadow everyday issues like antisocial behaviour, and neighbourhood safety.  
Worrall (2014) outlines a structural model distinguishing political influence by level—local or national—and actor, such as PCCs or central government. He argues local politics often reflects community concerns, while national influence imposes wider agendas. This helps explain tensions between local responsiveness and national consistency.
In contrast Lister and Rowe (2015) focus less on structural levels and more on electoral dynamics. They argue that the drive to broaden electoral appeal can distort local policing priorities, particularly when crime is concentrated in marginalised communities that wield less political influence. Their critique highlights how democratic mechanisms can unintentionally marginalise vulnerable groups, even within ostensibly localised systems like PCCs.
Brain (2013) adds a constitutional dimension, warning that formal safeguards—such as the PCCs’ oath of impartiality and restrictions on operational interference—may be insufficient. He argues that politicisation becomes institutionalised when PCCs campaign on specific promises (e.g. more visible policing) and Chief Constables are expected to align with those plans. This suggests that even well-intentioned democratic reforms can embed political influence into the operational fabric of policing.
All three scholars agree that political influence is inevitable, but they differ in emphasis: Worrall (2014) focuses on where and by whom influence is exerted, Lister and Rowe (2015) interrogate who benefits from that influence and Brain (2013) critiques how institutional design may fail to prevent politicisation.
While Worrall (2014), Lister and Rowe (2015), and Brain (2013) focus on domestic political dynamics, Reiner et al (2019) argue that policing has evolved beyond national borders, with globalisation introducing complex challenges such as cross-border crime, terrorism, and cyber threats. These require international cooperation, intelligence sharing, and strategic alignment across jurisdictions. However, this transnational shift places intense pressure on local police resources, which are often already stretched thin (Reiner, et al., 2019).
This global-local tension is not merely vertical (between local and national priorities) but horizontal, as national and international obligations increasingly shape domestic policing agendas. The result is a fragmentation of focus, where local concerns—such as neighbourhood safety or antisocial behaviour—may be deprioritised in favour of broader security imperatives (Reiner, et al., 2019).
Brain (2013) cautions that PCCs are often driven by electoral incentives, leading them to focus on issues that are highly visible and resonate with public sentiment. This frequently results in an emphasis on “seen” policing, such as patrols and antisocial behaviour, at the expense of “unseen” policing like tackling serious and organised crime. Such a model risks encouraging short-term, populist strategies, where immediate visibility is prioritised over long-term, intelligence-led approaches to complex threats (Brain, 2013).
The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee (2019) reinforces this concern, noting that PCCs often focus on high-visibility issues like antisocial behaviour because these dominate public discourse. In contrast, it found SOC characterised as “unseen policing”—resource-intensive, complex, and politically unrewarding due to its low visibility and delayed outcomes. 
The idea that the public primarily view the police through a neighbourhood patrol lens does not always hold, however. The 2020 Strategic Review of Policing in England and Wales (2020) found that while many perceived a police ‘withdrawal’ from various services, the public tended to rank serious harm—such as sexual and violent crime—above low-level local issues. Reassurance, engagement, and community-building were seen as less critical, especially when people better understood the broader demands of modern policing (Higgins, 2020).
These examples illustrate how policing is being pulled in multiple, often conflicting directions—tasked with being locally responsive, globally attuned, politically accountable, and operationally autonomous simultaneously. Collectively, these perspectives highlight that localism alone does not ensure fairness, and that political influence—whether local, national, or international—can skew policing priorities if not carefully balanced.


4. The Impact of Politics on Public Engagement and Confidence in the Police
Political influence can have deep and enduring effects on public engagement and confidence in the police. As political and societal divisions intensify, the police may be seen as less impartial, which can weaken public trust, reduce cooperation, and ultimately hinder effective policing (HMICFRS, 2024).
Javid and Morrell (2019) challenge simplistic understandings of public confidence by framing it as multidimensional and context sensitive. They highlight that confidence may stem from trust in fairness, integrity, and respectful treatment, satisfaction with service delivery and indirect influences, such as media narratives or community sentiment. Their perspective exposes the limitations of headline confidence metrics often used in performance assessments. It suggests that public confidence is not a fixed or universal concept, but one shaped by personal experience, social context, and cultural expectations (Javid & Morrell, 2019).
Hough (2012) builds on procedural justice theory, arguing that fairness in process—not just outcomes—is central to legitimacy. He critiques the political tendency to equate public confidence with crime control metrics, such as arrest or detection rates, arguing that in societies marked by inequality, social justice—ensuring equitable treatment and access—is essential to building legitimacy. Hough (2012) reframes legitimacy as a normative relationship, not just a functional one. This challenges the dominant political narrative that equates legitimacy with performance and instead centres ethical governance and moral alignment. 
Hanway and Hambly (2023) make a crucial distinction between confidence and trust. They argue that poor-quality interactions, such as dismissive treatment or ineffective investigations, can erode both trust and confidence—even in the absence of crime. This distinction is vital for understanding why legitimacy can decline even when crime rates fall. It also reinforces the importance of procedural justice in everyday encounters, not just high-profile incidents.
O’Reilly (2022) highlights how politically contentious policing, such as protest management or COVID-19 enforcement, can undermine legitimacy. When police are seen as agents of political enforcement rather than neutral protectors, public trust suffers. This is especially damaging in pluralistic societies, where perceptions of bias or overreach can alienate marginalised groups and reduce cooperation. O’Reilly’s (2022) argument underscores the fragility of legitimacy in politically charged contexts. It also raises questions about the boundaries of police neutrality and the risks of instrumentalising policing for political ends.
An example of politically contentious policing is Home Secretary Yvette Cooper’s decision to designate Palestine Action as a terrorist organisation, underscoring the complex intersection of politics and policing (Sky News, 2025). The move sparked significant backlash, with 26 MPs—including nine from Labour—voting against it (MSN, 2025), and drew strong criticism from Non-Governmental Organisations (London Economic, 2025) and United Nations experts (2025).
Legal experts warn this sets a troubling precedent: future governments could target protest groups exercising their rights to freedom of expression and opinion under national security laws (United Nations, 2025). This echoes past concerns, such as those raised during the Hansard Inquiry into the 1984 Miners’ Strike, where claims emerged of political interference in policing to suppress union activity (UK Parliament, 2022). 
This decision was imposed centrally, not from local policing strategies or following public consultation. As a result, local forces will likely be tasked with enforcing laws that potentially criminalise expressions of support or protest— potentially reinforcing perceptions of the police as political actors rather than impartial guardians of public order. It could be argued therefore that this could significantly erode public confidence, both locally and nationally, by straining community relations and casting doubt on police impartiality and by extension, police legitimacy.
Together, these perspectives suggest that public confidence and police legitimacy stem from more than crime rates or visibility. They hinge on perceived fairness, equal treatment, and alignment with community values — reinforcing legitimacy as a socially shaped, context-sensitive concept requiring more than operational success to earn trust.
5. Conclusion
Reiner et al. (2019, p. 206) argue that “local police work is shaped by global forces”, underscoring how modern policing has evolved far beyond its 1829 origins in the parish constable model. Scholars such as Reiner (2019), Grieve (2024), Loader (2014), Shannon (2021), and Brain (2013) concur that, despite the founding ideal of policing as an impartial service to the law—free from political interference—the relationship between politics and policing has become so deeply interwoven that it is now inseparable. Further, academics including Javid and Morrell (2019), Hough (2012), O’Reilly (2022), and Hanway and Hambly (2023) stress that police legitimacy is not solely dependent on crime control, but on the extent to which policing is conducted ethically, equitably, and with procedural fairness. Controversial decisions—such as the proscription of protest groups—when perceived as politically driven, risk undermining accountability and eroding trust in the police as neutral enforcers of the law.
It is therefore evident that politics and policing are inherently symbiotic. The challenge for police and government leaders is not to eliminate political influence—an impossible task—but to safeguard political neutrality, foster inclusive stakeholder engagement, and prioritise socially just policing that reflects the values and needs of communities. 
The upcoming 15-minute video presentation will further explore the three core themes covered in this paper: the political independence of the police, the influence of politics on policing priorities, and the broader impact of political dynamics on public engagement and trust in law enforcement.
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