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This report will examine the intricate relationship between politics and policing in the United Kingdom. It explores how political decisions, policies and agendas can significantly influence the operations, independence, and public perception of UK police services. It will explore the potential implications of political influence on the effectiveness and impartiality of police services at a national and local level. 
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“The oldest and simplest justification for government is as protector: protecting citizens from violence” (Slaughter, 2017). To provide safety for its citizens a government needs money, so taxes are collected from citizens to fund public services and infrastructure. Police services are public services, funded by government to protect citizens from harm and enforce the laws imposed by governments. Surely then, the police service must be held to account by the public and its government to ensure value for money and a proper public service and so policing is inevitably influenced by politicians.
The desired relationship between policing and politics within the United Kingdom was set with the creation of the Metropolitan Police Act in 1829, giving rise to the Metropolitan Police Service. Despite opposition, then Home Secretary Robert Peel brought the Metropolitan Police Act into action and, in doing so, drastically changed policing in the UK incepting the first full-time, paid police officers who were tasked with patrolling London Boroughs and maintaining public order in lieu of the parish watchmen (Kocak, 2018, pp. 17-19). This Act led to the Municipal Corporations Act in 1835, requiring local councils to appoint paid constables to preserve peace and the Rural Constabulary Act in 1839 allowing county areas to establish police forces (UK Parliament, 2016). Robert Peel not only created the Metropolitan Police as an organisation, but he also set out key principles for policing in the UK, the Peelian Principles.
The very founding of modern-day police services in the UK has come from a political figure, as you would expect. However, Robert Peel’s doctrine of constabulary independence from politics is set out in his fifth principle which says that police should not “pander to public opinion” and should “constantly demonstrate absolute impartial service to the law in complete independence of policy” (Jones, 2018). 
One, almost contradictory, definition of the police is a “body of officers representing the civil authority of government” (Brodeur, et al., 2023). Police forces in the UK enforce laws that have been defined and imposed by governments over the years. So, it seems that policing and politics are intrinsically linked, but police services should perform their functions in complete independence of policy. Is this complete independence achievable, and if so, is it the right thing to do? 
The Policing Protocol Order 2011 sets out how Chief Constables, Police and Crime Commissioners and Police and Crime Panels exercise their functions in relation to each other. It states that “operational independence is not defined in statute” and “is fluid and context-driven” by nature. It also lists some matters which are operational matters which the Chief Constable is independently responsible for, including the ability to issue a warrant to an attested officer, appointing and dismissing staff, whether or not to deploy police officers, reallocation of resources based on demand and “total discretion to investigate or require an investigation into crimes and individuals as he or she sees fit”. It could be argued that total discretion to investigate crimes is a step too far, perhaps too much power for one person. How do we ensure appropriate governance is in place to prevent malfeasance?
The duty of police to enforce the law, with protection from any political interference was considered by the Court of Appeal in the case R v Metropolitan Police Commissioner, ex parte Blackburn [1968]. The court established that the Commissioner was not completely independent and had a legal duty to the public to enforce the law, but it also stated that the discretion of the Commissioner to not enforce the law in this case would not be questioned. The Court stated “No minister of the Crown can tell [the Commissioner] that he must, or must not, keep observation on this place or that; or that he must, or must not, prosecute this man or that one. Nor can any police authority tell him so. The responsibility for law enforcement lies on him. He is answerable to the law and to the law alone.” This is the case in terms of operational matters, but clearly the Chief Constable, leading a police service, is answerable to the public for the performance of the police service. In the 1980’s there was a “growing call for the ‘democratisation’ of the control of policework” borne out of concerns that there was “an inability for concerned individuals and groups to call the police adequately to account” (Jefferson & Grimshaw, 1984).
The Patten Report sought to suggest improvements for Northern Ireland’s police service following the Good Friday Agreement. The report, interestingly, suggested the Chief Constable should have “operational responsibility” as opposed to “operational independence”. It also made recommendations that a Policing Board be set up to hold the Chief Constable to account, with responsibilities for allocating budgets, monitoring performance and the appointment of all Chief Officers with the power to call upon the Chief Officer to “retire in the interested of efficiency and effectiveness” (Patten, 1999). Similar governance, in the form of Police Authorities, was in place across England and Wales until 2011 and the inception of Police and Crime Commissioners, a Conservative Party initiative that is designed to improve “democratic accountability” of the police service (Richards, 2022). 
Clearly, the accountability and governance of a police service is a matter for politicians.
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There is a clear need for governance of the police service, as a public service surely the right people to provide this scrutiny are democratically elected individuals who serve the public they represent. This democratic oversight is one way to ensure police legitimacy, in line with the Peelian principles. However political direction will undoubtedly alter the way Chief Officers operate their forces (Shannon, 2021).
In 2010, then Home Secretary, Theresa May set out a new approach for the governance of police services that would empower the public through the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners, locally elected representatives who will hold the police to account on behalf of the community they serve. Further, she claimed, the government will shift their focus to “ensuring the police are effective in dealing with serious crimes and threats that cross force boundaries or national borders” (Home Office, 2010).
The current tripartite relationship for strategic police governance that the Home Secretary is responsible to Parliament and the British public for delivering nationwide police services. The Home Secretary sets out a Strategic Policing Requirement focussing on those serious crimes and cross force threats. This feeds into a local Police and Crime Plan submitted by the Police and Crime Commissioner, in consultation with the community. Both documents should be considered by the Chief Constable who is then responsible for the operational work of the police force which they head.
It seems proper that the Home Secretary sets the strategic aims for policing nationally and a locally elected representative sets local plans in consultation with the community they serve. What isn’t so obvious is why Police and Crime Commissioners might be aligned to political parties. In the 2021 election, of 39 Police and Crime Commissioners elected, 30 were aligned with the Conservative Party, The Conservative party being the government at the time. It could be argued that going against the party politics may be difficult for those Conservative Party PCCs. It could also be argued that voters may be swayed by political parties rather than skills or qualification for the role. In 2021 the PCC elections coincided with elections for local government elections in most areas of England (The Electoral Commission, 2021).
At a local level, it’s acknowledged that local councils and councillors inform local policing priorities, usually set out and actioned by a neighbourhood policing team. Locally set priorities tend to focus on lower level crime and anti-social behaviour which affect quality of life for communities, “a dip-sample of 200 ‘neighbourhood priorities’” found that “28 per cent of these relate to antisocial behaviour, 14 per cent to local vehicle crime or burglary, 13 per cent to public drugs activity and seven per cent to road safety” (Higgins, 2020).  The report goes on to suggest that the public are alive to significant crime matters and do not minimise the work police do in these areas. However, their local priorities potentially contradict this. Local policing objectives could detract from policing issues that pose higher threat of harm to people in favour of quality of life issues.  
Local policing aligning with communities they serve is held to be crucial in building public trust and confidence, which furthers police legitimacy (O'Reilly, 2023) with many calls from politicians for a return to neighbourhood policing and more “bobbies on the beat” which may not actually cut crime (Guerin, 2019). A recommendation from Policy Exchange is to rebuild ward-based neighbourhood policing teams within the Metropolitan Police area “if necessary, to the detriment of other teams” and argues that “neighbourhood officer should not be classed as a ‘taskable’ resource to be deployed to ‘outstanding incidents’” and that neighbourhood officer should be “ring-fenced from any other duties with only the most serious exceptions (such as New Year’s Eve, Notting Hill Carnival or the response to the aftermath of a serious terrorist incident” (Spencer, 2022). Whilst we know that visible policing increases public feeling of safety, we also know that some of the recommendations here could give rise to public outrage, as exemplified by a recent incident where a Police Community Support Officer from Sussex Police was filmed “refusing to respond to an alleged assault in a supermarket” (Mureddu-Reid, 2023). The Sussex Police and Crime Commissioner stated she was “really disappointed and quite frustrated” and then referred the matter to the Chief Constable who has then referred it to professional standards to investigate the behaviour of the PCSO. The Police and Crime Commissioner goes on to suggest actions the PCSO could have taken, such as communicating on the radio or attending the scene themselves (Bourne, 2023). This could be construed as a political figure, a Conservative party member, expressing their wishes for the operational response to crime which should be the remit of the Chief Constable. Clearly there is disparity between the wishes of the PCC and recommendations from research conducted by Policy Exchange. Who should the police listen to and which course of action will improve public trust and confidence?
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Political influence on policing practises is something that will undoubtedly occur, as politicians hold police to account, they will have their own view on what good performance is. 
Sir Winston Churchill, as Home Secretary in 1911 became aware of a siege taking place on Sidney Street and he stated that he “thought it my duty to see what was going on” (Smith, 2009). This curiosity led to Churchill standing amongst the police officers, giving operational orders and making command decisions such as denying the fire brigade access to a burning building. An extreme example, but one where a politician has clearly ventured into operational matters. Smith goes on to explain how Churchill faced criticism and ridicule for his interference and that Churchill himself believed he had acted improperly.  
There are recent examples of politicians and political influences impacting police practises. Suella Braverman, the current Home Secretary, has recently urged police forces to “ramp up the use of stop and search powers” (Therrien, 2023). It could be argued that this is a step beyond the strategic role that the Home Secretary should play and more of a directive of police operations. 
Stop and Search is a policing tactic that has been a heavily contentious issue over recent years due to its disproportionate impact on some ethnic groups. There appears to be opposing viewpoints from two of the bodies who provide scrutiny and governance for the police services. The Independent Office for Police Complaints published a National Stop and Search Learning Report in 2022 which calls for a Home Office review of the legislation that gives police the power to use stop and search, although stresses that it is a legitimate policing tactic. It also states that they wish to “improve policing practise so that people from a Black, Asian, or other minority ethnic background from stop and search are not disproportionately impacted” (Independent Office for Police Conduct, 2022). Whereas the Home Office said it “accepted that black men were more likely to be stopped by police, but that they were also ‘disproportionately affected’ by knife crime” (Therrien, 2023). So in this case, is the Chief Constables direction from the Home Secretary what they should follow, should they take heed of the independent body who scrutinises police conduct, or should they retain their operational independence and make their own mind up. Influence from a politician here, may impact negatively on relations between communities and the police. 
Policing protest is another area in which politicians have delved over recent years, both commenting on the police’s handling of protest and introducing new legislation to allow police to deal with protests as they have requested. In a speech at the Association of Police and Crime Commissioners and National Police Chiefs’ Council Partnership Summit 2022, the Home Secretary urged Chief Constables to “step up to your public duties in policing protests” and argued that “scenes of members of the public taking the law into their own hands are a sign of a loss of confidence” (Braverman, 2022). Braverman goes on to explain how past court rulings have made policing protest more challenging, referencing the R v Zeigler case law Braverman says it was “misinterpreted and has only a limited scope”. In this speech Braverman referenced new public order legislation designed to help police prevent such protests. To claim that law has been misinterpreted and we should follow the Home Secretary’s advice, is surely leading to police answering to policy rather than the Peelian Principle of acting “
The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 came into being in April 2022 and the Public Order Act 2023 came into being in May 2023, both giving police new powers to deal with disruptive protest tactics as well as defining the limit of disruption that will be tolerated. The legislation was first introduced by the Conservative government in the wake of increasing protests from groups such as Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil, resulting in disruption such as blocked highways and sites critical to national infrastructure. The legislation has received much criticism, with a campaign titled ‘Kill the Bill’ being created to counter it. Many protests were held across the country in opposition to the new legislation. Ex-Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn “urged marchers to ‘stand up for the right to protest’” (BBC, 2021) as he opposed the Conservative-led legislation. The legislation clearly divided the country and resulted in numerous, violent protests as well as serious disorder in Bristol with police officers being injured as a result (Collier, 2021).
Policing protests requires a “careful balance between the rights of the protestors and the rights of other groups, such as local residents, businesses and those who hold opposing views” (HMICFRS, 2021). HMICFRS’s report goes on to explain that police are obliged to facilitate peaceful protest and acknowledges the difficulty in striking a balance between the rights of protest groups against that of others. It acknowledges that political influence is sometimes felt by police public order commanders. One Gold Commander, commenting on protestor removal, said “safety is the paramount consideration and political pressure to speed up removals and arrests was unhelpful and could have become unsafe” whilst a Silver Commander commented “politicians were trying to put pressure on the force as they felt it was being ‘too soft’ on the protestors”. Another case is mentioned where local councillors criticised a police force for allowing a contentious protest to go ahead. The force solicitor was required to explain to the local councillors that police could not legally ban the protest, just because it was an unpopular cause. 
We know that local and national politicians have an obligation to their communities to scrutinise police performance, but again is this a case of politicians venturing into police operations and therefore improper political interference or could this be looked upon as the government listening to the population and conducting their role in furthering the interests of its citizens and protecting their freedoms. 

[bookmark: _Toc139975741]Conclusion

Clearly, politics and policing will never be completely independent of each other nor should we want them to be. The police will always be answerable to the government and politicians of the time for their performance and effectiveness for the sake of the population they serve. It seems that whilst operational independence may not be defined in legislation, it is clear that Chief Constables have independence for decision making relating to operational matters, but not independence or protection from scrutiny over their decisions. There are examples where politicians may have waded too far into the operational decision-making process and some examples where politicians have criticised policing action and possibly damaged public confidence in the police (HMICFRS, 2021). It is right that politicians conduct their duty to represent the interests of the UK public, and a core function of this is ensuring public services are efficient, delivering what is needed without undue cost to the public. There are certainly efficiencies that could be made to ensure politics do not hinder the efficient delivery of public services in favour of retaining power. 
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