


The Controller and Auditor General (2018) defines accountability within the public sector to be ‘the relationship between the State and its citizens, and the extent to which the State is answerable for its actions’. Being accountable means being responsible for your actions at all times while being in public office; if this is not sustained it leads to a case of malfeasance (Crown Prosecution Service 2018). According to Mawby and Wright (2005) accountability within the police force is achieved by having a hierarchal rack structure, this allows police officers to be answerable to their misconduct and can result in dismissal and a maximum sentence of life imprisonment. The police service can be seen as effective due to it having a hierarchy structure as they can punish officers who take their role in public office for granted and abuse the system; this increases public confidence within the police service as it improves the overall standards of the police and protects the public (Home Office 2014).  It is argued that austerity in the United Kingdom is declining compared to previous years (Partington and Gierson 2019) however, Wren-Lewis (2020) believes that the problem is the same as it has always been and the current prime minister is not helping. Wren-Lewis (2020) uses the recent floods as an example of how austerity is still high; the labour government in 2010 increased the flood budget dramatically to improve the country, due to austerity the budget was cut significantly over the past decade and Boris Johnson has made no plan to increase it again.

A fundamental way to consider whether the public sector is accountable is looking at the term ‘best value’ and whether they meet the key principles (Department for Communities and Local Government 2011). Audit Scotland (2020) defines the term best value to be ‘ensuring that there is good governance and effective management of resources’ this will allow the improvement of services to achieve maximum efficiency within the department. According to the Department for Communities and Local Government (2011) when reviewing whether the public sector is achieving best value, they should look at the three key principles of economic, environmental and social aspects within each department. Wood (1999) elucidated the purpose of best value to be for councils and public sector organisations to accomplish continuous improvement; they made the Audit Commission in charge of overseeing this goal and if they discovered it not to be met the Government would have the power to intervene and take over the running of the department. The Department for Communities and Local Government (2011) stated that council taxpayers in the local area had to be involved in deciding whether best value was achieved due to them being the ones who use the service daily. 

Another important term when looking at accountability within the public sector is value for money; according to the Department for Transport (2015) value for money is vital when looking at how the public funding is spread by the government across organisations. Best value for money is defined as ‘the most advantageous combination of cost, quality and sustainability to meet customers requirements’ (Department of Finance 2011). The National Audit Office (2013) stated that there are three key principles when assessing the governments value for money: economy, which is spending less on unnecessary things. Efficiency, which is making sure you are spending the money well; and effectiveness, which is making sure you are spending the money wisely and not wasting it. The Audit Commission was specially set up in 1982 to determine whether these key principles are met; the National Audit Act was consequently passed in 1983 to allow the investigation of the three key principles (Prowle et al 2016). As a result of across the board funding cuts throughout the country due to austerity, it is believed that more short-term money saving efforts have been put in place instead of long term value for money goals; this can cause an issue with the importance of value for money schemes as some organisations are not adopting the correct method to save money in the long run (Prowle et al 2016). 

The police service is a public sector organisation who aims to achieve both best value and value for money, they have been scrutinised by the Audit Commission since 1988 in order for them to meet the key principles of effectiveness, efficiency and economy (Mawby and Wright 2005). There are two fundamental changes in the last decade which question the police services’ accountability; budget cuts and a decrease in police staff (Institute for Government 2019).

Firstly, the decreased funding within the police force has had a vital impact on their value for money as crime has gone up in recent years, meaning they are having to stretch their budget to solve crime (Institute for Government 2019). The Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) found that police commissioners are receiving 30% less money in 2018-2019 compared to what they had in 2010-2011, this has resulted in poor performance and a difficulty for forces’ to improve their services showing they are not achieving Woods’ (1999) definition of best value. According to Full Fact (2018) between 2010 and 2018 funding for the police fell by 19% which shows the difficulty they face when met with modern day crime like terrorism. The Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) used terrorism as an example of the financial struggle which the modern day police force face, as they had to allocate £728 million on counter-terrorism strategies in 2018-2019; this shows that even though the budget has decreased certain crimes still need to take a significant amount of money in order to be efficient. The money being used for these rising crimes are being pulled from other areas which are considered to be less important, this could be argued the reason why police jobs have reduced over the past decade as they are trying to have a better value for money by using the budget to tackle major crime instead of employing more officers (Institute for Government 2019). 

However, the Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) have stated that there is no evidence of the police force failing financially yet which could show the best value service which they provide; after the considerable budget cuts they have faced they can still keep the service running. On the other hand, there is proof that the police force struggle to cope with increased pressure with such little budget as the Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) also found ‘the time it took to charge an offence increased from 14 days for the year ending March 2016, to 18 days for the year ending March 2018’. Mawby and Wright (2005) believe that the best way that police officers can do an effective job whilst under increasing pressure would be to be open to constructive criticism, this allows them to be more approachable by the public to gain new ideas. Another positive outcome of the police forces’ decreased budget which shows them trying to obtain the efficiency principle is their improved relationships with other agencies; the Institute for Government (2019) states that they are utilising other organisations like children’s social care, as there was a 20% increase of referrals between 2013 and 2018. 

According to the Institute for Government (2019) there was a 259% increase in sexual exploitation and abuse crimes against children under 16 in 2018-2019, this is said to be due to victims feeling more confident to report to the police. The Institute for Government (2019) also found that the increase of severe crimes like child exploitation and abuse requires more police resources, but this can be problematic with the recent decrease in budget; this has resulted in many police forces only being able to respond to violent crimes as they are the priority. The effectiveness of the police force is questioned as this has caused a distrust between the public and the police as they cannot attend a majority of the calls they receive, this is supported by the results from the crime survey in 2018 which found that the proportion of victims who were not satisfied in the police rose to 33% (Comptroller and Auditor General 2018). The Institute for Government (2019) includes knife crime as another example of a crime which is requiring a greater demand on police, the Office for National Statistics (2019) stated that there was a 7% increase in knife crime from 2018 to 2019. The Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) would agree with this as they explained there to be a ‘changing nature of policing’ due to new crimes evolving with the current budget suspected to be going to the wrong places, they stated that they cannot conclude whether the police force is achieving value for money currently.  

The reduction of police numbers in the United Kingdom is another aspect which questions the forces’ best value aspect; the Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) believe that the police force achieves the value for money principles by reducing officers so the budget can be spent on other vital areas. However, this viewpoint cannot always be attained as there is proof that a higher number of officers are required for the job to be done efficiently; Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (2010) states that the police service needs to improve their capacity and capability in order to be effective. One argument to show that the police service is not achieving value for money is the massive cut to police jobs over the past decade; between March 2010 and March 2018, the police force in England and Wales have received an employment cut of 18% (Comptroller and Auditor General 2018). This opens up the possibility that the police service is not meeting the continuous standards of best value as their workforce is dramatically decreasing while crime levels and the are on the rise (Wood 1999). Not only are first response police officer jobs decreasing, there was a 40% decrease in police community support officers and a 21% decrease in police staff between 2010 and 2018 (Comptroller and Auditor General 2018). The Metropolitan Police Force (2018 -1) reported that in 2018 there were 15,775 police officers in the force; compared to 33,260 in 2010 (Metropolitan Police Force 2018 -2) showing the dramatic cut over the past decade. 

According to Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (2010) ‘public confidence in the service improved when the total number of police staff working in the community increased’ this could suggest the best value aspect of the police force needs improving as there is evidence to suggest a lack of police visibility in recent years; ‘in 2018, the number of police officers per 100,000 people in England and Wales had declined to 199, compared with 247 per 100,000 in 1996’ (Institute for Government 2019). This is causing increasing pressure on police officers as the amount of mental health related calls are rising significantly; it has been discovered that one mental health call can take up to 12 hours to deal with which the officers are not properly trained in (Institute for Government 2019). Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (2010) elucidated that there is only 11% of police strength visible to the public at each time; they also discovered that there were more police officers available on a Monday night compared to a Friday night due to them not considering the demand of police officers effectively. The Institution for Government (2019) looked at police stations in relation to value for money, they established that between 400 and 600 police stations have been closed in England and Wales between 2010 and 2016; this could be a way of ensuring the economy aspect of value for money is attained however it means that there are less stations available for victims of crime to go to. A local example is detailed by BBC News (2011) who stated that the only police stations open to public walk-ins in the Western division of South Wales Police were Swansea Central and Neath; all of the rest had closed to the public in an attempt to plough the budget into other more important areas.

In conclusion, it could be argued that the police service is not currently achieving best value and value for money due to the decrease in budget and police cuts (Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary 2010). The Comptroller and Auditor General (2018) believes that the ‘police forces’ ability to provide an efficient and effective service is the defining test of their financial stability’; this is supported by the decline in arrest rates between 2014 to 2017, it fell from 17 arrests per 1,000 population to only 14 arrests per 1,000 this shows the imbalance between rising crime rates and a decreasing arrest rate. The Institute for Government (2019) believe that victims are less satisfied with the police now due to a lack of police visibility on the streets, this is a knock-on effect from a decreasing the police budget. However, there is also proof that the police service are being efficient in terms of how they are spending their budget as they have recently made use of their reserve funding for emergencies, in 2017/18 88% of police forces were making use out of their reserve budget when needed (Institute for Government 2019).




Recommendations: 

Firstly, a recommendation for the police service in order to achieve a better value for money would be to take away the 43 police forces in England and Wales and replace them with 1 police force. This would be beneficial as instead of 43 Chief Constables and other senior roles there would only be 1 which would allow a substantial amount of budget to be freed up to employ more first response police officers, making the force more effective (Police Oracle 2017). This would also result in all technology within each force being shared equally which would make the overall service more efficient (Stevens 2013).

Another recommendation which would improve the efficiency of the police service would be to request for funding rising serious crime in the country; Home Affairs Committee (2019) included in their report to Parliament that the Home Sectary needs to take ‘urgent action’ to make sure every police force has the skills and funding to deal with child sexual exploitation. The Government replied by stating that in 2018/19 they provided a £460 million increase in funding due to the changing role of the police service and what they have to deal with (Home Affairs Committee 2019). This is an improvement when looking at this certain crime, however what about other crimes like knife crime and terrorism? There needs to be an increased budget for all of the serious crimes which are rising in modern Britain. 

The third recommendation is for the government to increase the budget in order for the police service to attain a continuous standard of best value; there needs to be evidence of the true cost of the police annually in modern society in order for the government to realise how stretched the organisation is (Home Affairs Committee 2019). The police service is a vital role in everyday Britain, and while accepting that there are many other organisations which also need a budget increase, the service they provide it detrimental in ensuring public safety and the smooth running of everyday life. 
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