Response Policing 
Critically evaluate public perceptions of response policing. Critically evaluate response policing in the context of dealing with critical and major incidents.
In 1829, the home secretary Sir Robert Peel established a full-time, professional, and organised police force and this became Metropolitan police. Furthermore, he created nine policing principles that the police force needs to abide by. He wanted the police force to always maintain a relationship with the public; stating that the police are the public and the public are the police. However, Grieve (2015) argued that the police were simply members of the public who were paid to benefit the community. Conversely, a study by Sekharan et al. (2012) claimed that it was vital the public has a positive perception towards the police force. This allowed the police force to rely on the public’s cooperation to combat crime and maintain the order of the community. In addition, Sekharan et al. (2012) also noted that if public perception is improved, the police and the public would become partners in combating crime. Therefore, there would be more collaboration between both parties instead of mistrust and uncertainty.

This essay will discuss public perception of the police force in today’s society and how historically this perception has been viewed; looking at ways in which the police try and maintain a good relationship with the public and how this can affect crime outcomes. 

Amedie (2015) states that the media plays an important role in impacting culture, economy and and society as a whole. Amedie (2015) also notes that the media has removed communication barriers and opened doors for everyone to have a voice. Evidently, the police have experienced both negative and positive impacts of the media. According to Haskins and Miller (1984), news stories helped shape and form members of the public’s opinions. Hence, it is important that the media reports true and accurate account of incidents and/or events. 

This essay is now going to focus on some of the negative incidents that have altered public perceptions and what the police force have implemented to ensure practices and policies were changed to reflect more positively. 
The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE, 1984) and its codes of practice provided a detailed framework for operational police powers. The legislation covered suspects’ rights as well as regulation of custodial questioning which ensured fairness and transparency (Sanders and Young, 2007). In addition, this act was introduced as a response to the growing concerns that the public had lost confidence in the criminal justice system, due to the number of high profile miscarriages of justice in the early 1990s - these being The Cardiff Three, The death of Maxwell Confait and The work of the West Midlands Serious crime squad between 1974 and 1989 to name a few (Poyser and Milne, 2011). Consequently, this led to a major decline in the criminal justice system which called the need for a reform (Rose,1996). 

Walker and Starmer (1999) also claimed that another reason as to why public confidence was declining was due to the large number of miscarriages of justice involving the IRA terrorist attacks, mainly The Guilford Four. Furthermore, they stated that the arrested suspects for the attacks had no charges sought on them due to unreliable forensic evidence and confessions that were made under police interrogations (Walker and Starmer, 1999). This meant that the public believed the real suspects were still free and thus, has made the public fearful of more possible terrorist attacks. This has also severely affected public perception and further contributed to their lack of trust towards the police. Moreover, the public felt the police had failed in protecting the community since the real attackers were not penalised (Logan, 2020). 

PACE (1984) sets out to achieve the right balance between the power that police have whilst maintaining the rights and freedom of the public. In addition, the PACE codes of practice included stop and search powers, arrest, detention, investigation, identification, and the interviewing of detainees (GOV.UK, 2013). PACE also looked at how members of the public should be treated to create a uniform and systematic way to ensure no miscarriages of justice (GOV.UK, 2013).

Next this essay is going to look at the Brixton riots and why they were so significant for policing and public perception. In 1981, the Brixton riots started whereby two police officers were helping an injured young black man in their car when a group of young black men, misinterpreted the officers’ actions as harassment and subsequently attacked the vehicle (Ebke, 2016). This led to more officers being deployed in the area and over the next few days the matter escalated into a riot. Looting started to occur and police vans were being set on fire. Retail premises were also attacked, and business damaged (Briggs,2012). Following the riots, the British government realised that something had to change. The government announced there would be an inquiry into the disturbances which would be led by Lord Scarman. He concluded that the riots were an issue of racial disadvantage on young black people and blamed the police for escalating the tensions within the community from Operation Swamp 81 (Scarman, 1986). The young black men decided that due to the constant oppression by society and Operation Swamp 81, they fought back (Lea and Hallsworth, 2012). Operation Swamp 81 was a 10-day plain clothed operation whereby police officers made 1000 stop searches and 150 arrests (Jefferson and Grimshaw, 1984). Hall et al. (1978) stated that the operation was put in place due to a concern about street robberies and a moral panic around the prevalence of muggings. Furthermore, he claimed that due to these crimes being seen as a black crime, aggressive stop and search powers were used as well as the old sus laws which allowed police to arrest on suspicion of impending illegality (Hall et al., 1978). On his report, Scarman (1986) also claimed that more must be done to ensure equality. PACE (1984) also supported Scarman’s ideas, thus allowing the police new stop and search powers which ensured members of the public were being searched on reasonable grounds and not based on any characteristic reasons, for example, race, age and/or gender (Delsol and Shiner, 2006). It is clear from the Brixton riots that young black men had a massive lack of trust in the police and had to take matters into their own hands so that a change in laws could happen (Sekharan et al., 2012). Moreover, they stated that if the police made efforts to build relationships with members of the community then the public perception towards them would improve (Sekharan et al., 2012). As a result, the public and the police would become effective partners and work together to reduce crime. 

A qualitative study by Keeling (2017) about black, Asian, and minority ethnic (BAME) people found that people from BAME groups were three times more likely to be stopped and searched by the police than white people. The majority of these searches found no evidence of criminal activities, and hence no further actions were taken. It has also been found that BAME groups perceived these searches to be unfair and had a long lasting negative impact on their perception of the police, affecting their trust in the police and their cooperation. Keeling (2017) stated that this will consequently affect the police’s ability to carry out investigations and reduce crime. Three quarters of young BAME people think they were unfairly targeted by stop and search (Keeling,2017). From this, it clearly shows that the opinions of the young BAME community has not changed since the Brixton riots in 1981. Scarman (1986) reported that although it did lead to some issues being resolved, many issues just faded away which he believes would reappear in the future. This is potentially what we have seen more recently with the Black Lives Matter movement.

Although miscarriages of justice played a major role in ultimately bringing about these changes, it is important to note that legislative change did not eradicate them, nor did it immediately improve the quality of police interviews, as post-PACE research, such as that of Baldwin (1992) revealed. The quality of interviews remained poor, with the police continuing to persuade suspects to confess rather than search for an accurate and reliable account through a process of inquiry (Carson, 2007). Many individuals were still being adversely affected by poor police questioning (Savage and Milne, 2007) and this was contributing to miscarriages of justice, such as the case of the Cardiff Newsagent Three. O’Brien (2008) claimed that this involved 115 breaches of PACE and a confession to murder which incorrectly named the murder weapon, with causes similar to those highlighted in the Confait case, including cases of disputed confession (Gudjonsson, 2003).

Another example that sparked huge change within the police force was the inquest into the Stephen Lawrence murder. Stephen Lawrence was a black teenager from South London who was killed in 1993 in a racist attack (BBC.co.uk, 2021). After his death, the police began an investigation in 1993, however no charges were sought due to lack of evidence. In 2012 the original suspects of his murder were found guilty and went to prison after new evidence was found (BBC News, 2018). However, there are still suspects outstanding. In 2020, the Metropolitan police declared the investigation inactive unless any new information comes to light (BBC News, 2018). Many people believe the police treated Stephen Lawrence’s murder case differently because he was black. Cottle (2005) stated in his research article that there have been racist killings before and after Stephen Lawrence’s murder case, and it was Stephen Lawrence’s murder case that sparked the change to careful police investigation. Cottle (2005) stated that this murder prompted widespread examinations of questions of injustice, cultural identity and the continuing of racism within British society.  Therefore, there was an inquiry into Stephen’s murder case in 1999, aiming to review any lessons that need to be learnt from the investigation and looking at the prosecution of racially motivated crimes (Quinn,2019). This inquiry was known as the Macpherson Report (The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, 1999). The Macpherson report stated that the Metropolitan Police were ‘institutionally racist’. The report stated the police needed to show a zero tolerance to racism and a way to ensure this would be to recruit, retain and promote black and Asian officers (The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, 1999). The Macpherson report also stated the need for the creation of the independent police complaints commission to ensure complaints are taken seriously and by a third party. The inquiry also discarded the double jeopardy rule which meant that people could not be tried for the same crime twice. This led to the two males being convicted of Stephen’s murder. 

There have been many headlines in the media brandishing the Metropolitan Police racist in relation to this murder. Below are just some of the headlines found when researching Stephen Lawrence.

The Times “you can’t trust police“ (O’Neill, 2014)

The Guardian “Stephen Lawrence’s legacy: confronting racist Britain” (Travis, 1999)

The Daily Mail “Lies, spies, cover-ups and corruption … sickening extent of Stephens betrayal by the police is exposed” (Wright, 2014)

From these headlines there was evidence that the newspapers were portraying the police in a negative light. This could be detrimental to the relationship between the police and the public as many people watch and/or see the news and may believe it to be a given that it is factual, or may not do their own research into the headlines. Moreover, this could also lead to the public not having a positive perception towards the police as emphasised by Sekharan et al. (2012). It is also clear that a major incident such as the Stephen Lawrence’s murder case and the headlines that went with the inquiry cause a huge mistrust in the police. 

In a study conducted by Sunshine and Tyler in 2003, they stated that if the information about policing and/or law enforcement is publicised on television, this might reflect injustice towards the public and it will be likely to have a negative impact of public perception towards the police force. However, Rosenberger and Callanan (2011) argued that if the media showcase the police in a positive light, it is likely to increase public confidence in policing. Rosenberger and Callanan also stated that this positive perception was mainly individuals who do not have an arrest record and/or have been a victim of crime. Cox (1996) noted that public perception was extremely important when looking at ethnic minorities and law enforcement, since the police cannot be effective without public support. Therefore, a lack of support from the public would mean that the police would not be able to catch criminals, gather intelligence to solve crimes or be able to recruit those from diverse backgrounds allowing a more representative work force (Cox,1996).

More recent examples have demonstrated tensions between the police and the public. For example, the death of Mark Duggan. Mark Duggan was a British black man who was shot and killed by the police in North London in 2011. The circumstances of Duggan’s death resulted in public protests which led to even more conflict for the police across the United Kingdom (BBC News, 2015). During the public protests, five people tragically died and many others lost their businesses and homes (Singh, 2012). Singh (2012) stated that the financial cost to the country was approximately half a billion pounds. From the death of Mark Duggan, many media outlets reported a few stories whilst the riots began. Lee Bridges (2012) noted on his research article into the riots that there were multiple stories being published around the death of Mark Duggan. One story was a shoot-out between the police and Mark. The other that the police were following Mark and that he was taken out of a taxi and held down whilst being shot. Neither of these stories were correct and had massive repercussions for the police and the public. Bridges (2012) also noted that these headlines being published added to the conflict and disorder. There was also a report where both the police and the IOPCC failed to contact Mark Duggan’s family following his death. However, the IOPCC commissioner Rachel Cerfontyne did reach out to the family to apologise on behalf of the IPOCC and Metropolitan Police for not providing enough support (Dodd and Taylor, 2012). 

A study conducted by Bridges in 2012 showed that a peaceful protest in North London turned into an anti-police protest very quickly. He also stated that since the riots in 1985 a lot had improved between the police and the black community. The Lammy Report (2017) found that only half the people taking part in the riot were actually from Tottenham and the rest were coming from all over London to take part in the looting.  Bridges (2012) stated that upon reviewing the Lammy Report it was clear that the riot was more of anti-police protest rather than a protest for Mark Duggan and his family, who wanted justice. Hohl et al. (2012) indicated that riots often occurred when the public had a poor perception in the criminal justice system. They also argued that in the case of the 2011 riots, confidence and mistrust in the police was evident much before the riots occurred. From this, it is clear that the police must work on regaining public trust and build positive relationships within the community. Therefore, it is important to note that improving public perception is not a quick fix, however over time this could possibly be changed. 

From the riots a panel was implemented to discuss major issues, looking for ways in which the police force can improve (Singh,2012). A few issues came to light in relation to the police force however Bridges (2012) states there was a real focus on stop searches and the manner these were conducted in. Bridges (2012) also notes in his work that there was a real concern within the black community surrounding death in police custody as well as their lack of confidence in the police. Bridges (2012) argues that the black community have never had any evidence to prove death in police custody being predominantly black people. However, Bridges (2012) states that these myths and rumors that circulate the black community lead to the lack of trust in the police. The panel recommended that the police should proactively engage within their communities and should be more transparent with data and evidence (Singh, 2012). Another way in which the public had a negative perception of the police was through the sentencing the rioters received. People who were imprisoned for theft and handling stolen goods during the riots received an average of 5.1 months’ imprisonment. According to Ministry of Justice, this is 25 percent more than seen in courts in 2010 (Gov.uk, 2012). This showed that sentences were more punitive in order to deter members of the public engaging in riot and looting.

Newburn (2016) looked into public perception and stated that leading politicians dismissed the hostility from the rioters as simply nothing more than typical wariness criminals have of the police. However, Newburn (2016) states that the police were an easy target for rioters to explain their conduct. Newburn (2016) conducted 270 interviews with rioters who were involved in the 2011 riots. He reported that some of them experienced specific incidences of anger by the police. This anger stemmed from historically poor relations between the police and some communities and these communities inherently distrust the police as an organisation. Newburn (2016) also stated this was often around the perceived misuse of the stop and search powers. 

Another incident that affected public perception of the police and public services was the death of Fiona Pilkington and Francesca Harwick. Fiona Pilkington killed herself and her disabled daughter Francesca Hardwick in 2007 (Hampshire Safeguarding Adults Board, 2009). This came after ten years of constant torment by local youths. It was deemed that the police and social services did not do enough to protect the family from this crime. The Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC, 2009) carried out an investigation and found that police officers have failed to identify the family as being victims of harassment and/or Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB) and a hate crime. The IPCC (2009) launched an investigation in 2011 which found that the 30 incidents reported to the police over the 10 years were dealt with in isolation rather than as a bigger problem (IPCC, 2009). Now, ASB was looked at more holistically and the more calls, the more the incident was being escalated (Home Office, 2011). Therefore, without the tragic deaths of Fiona and Francesca the police force would not have faced scrutiny and therefore policies would never had changed for the better. 

In a study conducted by HMIC in 2010 looking at Anti-Social Behaviour (ASB) and public perception they found that people’s perception of their own contact with the police had further implications. Those who were dissatisfied with how their calls were dealt with were more likely to have negative impressions of the police. HMIC (2010) added that members of the public will presume the police will do a poor job overall. The public do not have faith that the police will help them with their matters that happened at a local level. They also believe they have gotten worse in tackling ASB (HMIC, 2010). Consequently, this leads them to think that the police do not care about what may be happening to them on a week-by-week basis and how much this was affecting them and the community (HMIC, 2010). As well as actively talking about the police within the local community they were also less likely to report similar incidents or advise others not to report any suspicious, criminal activities. If members of the public do not report crime, the police will never know about it unless they are caught in the act. Therefore, officers will never be able to do anything about it. If matters are escalating the police need to know what is happening within the community to be able to stop the offenders and prevent victims of crime becoming repeated victims (Home Office, 2014).

In this current challenging climate, there are unprecedented critical incidents the police had to deal with and are still dealing with at present. The Coronavirus pandemic (Covid-19) is a challenging time for essential workers. In a time where many services were forced to close, the public looked to the police to keep their services running as well as keep the public safe and enforce rules and regulations (HMICFRS, 2021). The police force had to ensure the rules were being enforced and this too has come under scrutiny as well as praise. Policing was faced with difficult situations with the ever changing and fast paced announcements by central government. To ensure that the public complied with the coronavirus rules, forces adopted the Four E’s approach (Wiltshire Police, 2020). This was to engage, explain, encourage, and enforce. This meant that penalties were a last resort, and the main aims for policing were simply to ensure members of the public were being safe and following the guidelines. In South Wales Police there were added issues with Wales having a devolved government, meaning that the rules in England given by Boris Johnson were not always the same rules as given by Mark Drakeford in Wales. A blog post by Cushion et al. (2020) stated that from their research study of 200 participants, half of the participants did not understand the restrictions and were not sure which government guidelines to follow. This made it even harder for response officers to consistently implement the use of Four E’s approach specifically when members of the public were unsure which guidelines needed following.
The official crime statistics in 2021 found that domestic abuse offences have increased by 10 percent between April and June 2020, when compared with the same time frame in 2019 (ons.gov.uk,2020). Domestic abuse offences have also increased by 12 percent from June 2020 to September 2020 compared with the statistics from 2019 (ons.gov.uk, 2020). This showed that being in lockdown due to Covid-19 and not being able to leave the house without reasonable excuse meant that victims of domestic violence stayed indoors and hugely suffered in this time. Not only from having to stick to guidelines and not seeing other family members but they could quite possibly be stuck at home with their abusers with no refuge. However, the government did respond to this and immediately gave more funding to domestic abuse helplines and online support (Harvard, 2021). In January 2021 shortly after the third lockdown the government announced its initiative with pharmacies with the Ask For ANI (Action Needed Immediately) this is to help domestic violence victims obtain support easily (Harvard, 2021). 

A study by Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services in 2021 stated that early in the first lockdown, statutory agencies withdrew or reduced their frontline services (HMICFRS, 2021). Thus, the police forces had to step in to ensure safeguarding was in place within the community. Unfortunately, due to local authorities struggling and having reduced services this had a knock-on effect of what they could provide. Local authorities were struggling to provide emergency accommodations. Therefore, the police were using the protection powers to safeguard children in police stations. Due to other agencies lack of resources this meant the children were in police stations for extended amounts of time until suitable accommodation is sought (HMICFRS,2021). This just shows how much the police were stretched during the pandemic yet everyone continued to work very hard to provide the best services to the public. Another way in which the pandemic affected policing was through the increased amount of third party reports. Each day, an increasing number of calls came though from extended family members or neighbours in relation to vulnerability incidents. This was due to people spending a huge amount of time at home, therefore they were picking up on worrying behaviour that they may have missed otherwise (HMICFRS,2021). Whilst the pandemic clearly had a profound effect on the rise of domestic crimes, there was also a distinct impact on the public’s perception of the police. In the first lockdown in 2020, members of the public were encouraged to “clap for our carers”, this was seen as the frontline NHS workers. However, police and law enforcement officers who were helping to prevent the spread of the virus within the community did not seem to receive the same support and acknowledgement from the public. The changes to people’s rights and freedom came under considerable scrutiny, with more officers being assaulted through means of spitting and coughing (Malone, 2020). Furthermore, police and law enforcement officers were putting their lives at risk by going out within the community, exposing themselves to the virus and most of the times, being assaulted by other members of the public (Malone,2020). Police forces have made the public aware that this constitutes to police assault. However, there was still a high percentage of police officers getting assaulted at work and sadly, these appalling negative actions from the public were already expected by the police force. 

A survey conducted by Smith et al. (2020) found that a quarter of adults were not following the lockdown rules of restricted movements. Moreover, it has been found that three quarters of adults were also not following the social isolation rules. This shows that the police had quite the task in enforcing the rules when so many members of the public were not following them (Smith et al., 2020). The police also have the issue of balancing both enforcing the law but also trying to adhere traditional policing by consent (OXFORD, 1984). Policing by consent are the principles the police force abides by in the UK rather than policing by coercion (OXFORD, 1984). Scarman (1984) stated that for there to be success in public confidence officers must understand the fears of all groups of people within the community. Scarman (1984) also noted that if the police were to obtain this confidence, they must maintain a balance between enforcing the law and keeping the peace (OXFORD, 1984). However, a survey conducted by Caluori and Clements (2020) claimed that overall the British public supported the police’s approach to the lockdown restrictions.

A focus group conducted by The Police Foundation in 2020 reported that there was a heightened sensitivity to rule breaking. They stated that this led to negative views of response police officers as they believed they were not doing anything to stop members of the public breaching Covid restrictions (The Police Foundation, 2020). The focus group also felt police officers were less visible in their community and they expected more enforcing of the rules (The Police Foundation, 2020). However, the National Chair of the Police Federation in England and Wales John Apter, claimed that public perception of the police during the pandemic was largely positive (Police Federation, 2020). This came after the Office for National Statistics Crime figures were released showing that between 90-92 percent of adults were satisfied with the way local response officers were dealing with and managing the pandemic (Police Federation, 2020). Therefore, this highlights that not everyone felt that the police needed to do more, they felt the police were doing as much as they could to enforce the rules and restrictions given the circumstances. In addition, if the public had a positive perception of the police during lockdown, they might have also followed the guidelines set by government. This would then mean that the police’s job would be much manageable and Covid-19 calls could be dealt with much quicker; therefore, police and law enforcement officers would also have less potential exposure to the virus.

In conclusion, this essay has shown the importance of public perceptions towards response policing including in the context of dealing with critical and major incidents, as well as its relationship with the members of the public. It is clearly presented in the critical and major incidents such as Brixton riots, Stephen Lawrence, Mark Duggan, Fiona Pilkington and the Covid-19 pandemic how public perception and critical incidents were linked together and it was vital that the police create a balance between enforcing the law and maintaining public confidence (OXFORD, 1984). The importance of breaking down barriers with the BAME groups to ensure they feel protected by the police and not segregated has also been highlighted in this essay through the Scarman inquest and Macpherson report. Throughout the years, the police have made mistakes in dealing with members of the public specifically with the BAME groups (Cottle,2005) However, these mistakes have ensured the police were held accountable and where possible penalised for their actions. These mistakes or poorly planned incidents ensured that the police have moved forward in how they police society. These incidents have sparked change, for example, the Fiona Pilkington case established a partner-agency approach to ensure that other families will not experience the same suffering their family has experienced. The coronavirus pandemic highlighted the importance of partner agencies working together to resolve matters in the community. However, it also highlighted the need for the public to be supportive of restrictions to allow any change in the cases of coronavirus. This essay has also shown the significance of public perception and how the police cannot do their job safely without the public support. Therefore, effective police and public partnership is of the utmost importance.
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