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[bookmark: _Toc204601667]Introduction
Politics and policing are inherently connected from the historic creation of police forces through to tightened control by statutory measures, directions and interventions that have affected the evolution of policing to address local needs (Worrall, 2014, p.49).  This report will show that policing may think of itself has been impartial of politics (College of Policing, 2024) but using legislation (Home Office, 2024), direction and erosion of Chief Constables control (Shannon, 2021) policing is inherently a tool of the state and coupled to politics.
This report will explore six areas:   
1. The historic ideas of what policing within a society is.
2. The creation of police forces as institutions and the control of Home Secretaries.
3. The slow control of central government over policing whilst trying to combat rising crime in the 1990’s and the allocation resources into community engagement projects.    
4. Understanding the political control exerted by the New Labour government and the diminishing of local, operational control.  
5. Explore the inconsistent approach to politically aligned Police and Crime Commissioners directing policing.  
6. The election of a new government and its exertion of control via dictation of resources within communities.   
All these areas will provide a view that policing and politics are intertwined whilst policing tries to remain connected to communities and partners locally, regionally and nationally.   
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The word police is used to describe several people who patrol, conduct duties of public order maintenance, control crime and undertake some social service duties (Reiner, 2011).  A much broader idea raised by Reiner suggests the concept of police are not found in all societies, with some having no formal state policing structures but having the idea of policing within their societies undertaken by other institutions and processes.   
The idea of the police is older than the modern ideas of what policing is (Rogers, 2016) as the word police is derived from the Greek word Polis meaning city state, in turn policing refers to a social-political function, instead of a legal defined idea that conducted civic roles within a society (Rogers, 2016). 
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Emsley (2013) suggests that police institutions can become political when they are called upon to enforce a law that members of society may deem as unjust, arguing that consensus in British society was rarely articulated in 18th century policing as politicians and senior police officers of that period had a perception of engagement and consensus with society.   Reith (1956) explored the 18th century British common sense and links the orderliness of the reserved, calm political time in Britain to that of common sense and what he describes as ‘constitutional excellence’.
The intertwined connection between politics and policing in Britain had never been far from the surface as early adopters of policing including Glasgow, Liverpool and London in the 1830’s and 1840’s demonstrated, as policing was under the control of the Home Secretary (Emsley, 2021) via the Police Authority with policing left alone for the Commissioner to control throughout much of the last two centuries.   However, on occasions the Home Secretary would intervene and began to issue directives for local inspections (Rawlings, 2002) whilst territorial counties maintained watch committees who were appointed by town councils, under the direction of a government minister.
British Policing has cloaked itself in a mystical aura (Brown, 2014) of been politically neutral, established by the 9 Peelian principles (Reith, 1956) produced some 100 years after Sir Robert Peel raised them.  However, during the early years of the Metropolitan Police, whilst Peel’s aspiration was one of a non-militaristic service the concept of the free-born Englishman and civil entitlements Oxley (2004) were not represented in the behaviours, actions and attire of the Metropolitan Police Service of the 1830s.  
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During the latter years of the Conservative government the Police and Magistrates Courts Act 1994 was passed which began a slow trickle of control by central government in the form of national objectives that were the clearest illustration of the future political sway (Newburn, 2012).   This was further compounded by codes of practice and management techniques (Cope et al., 1997) that were popular in government and passed onto policing via performance targets (Neyroud, 2006).  Equally, Loveday (2006) casts doubt about the value of performance management and makes the case for a withdrawal of a centralised approach with performance linked to local priorities, embedded within neighbourhood policing.   The approach of government began a gentle exertion of control, although some matters must be met at the national level, local performance should be monitored at the force level.   
Policing priorities were laid out in the Conservative Police Reform White Paper (Home Office, 1993) which advocated a directional change towards a populist, punitive approach to crime (Hayes, 2018).  Policing priorities provided by the Home Office were to be reported on by Police forces during the Conservative government (UK Parliament, 1993).  Collier (2006) makes the case that priorities are linked to performance indicators beginning with those set in 1993 and reflect the political priorities of the government of that time, suggesting a wider public discussion is needed to set priorities that do not change for three years and are embedded.  Loveday (2005) is critical of the model imposed, describing it as ‘highly centralised’ and lays out a new model of priority and performance management advocating for a community-based approach as a driver for service delivery.   At the local level policing is better served by listening to local communities and agreeing on a partnership approach to priorities.  Performance targets and priorities can be misaligned (Collier, 2006) whilst these are driven by the Home Office with the author arguing they should be driven locally and if not balanced against competing internal priorities will create friction and a misguided delivery of services.    
The idea of a ‘free market and strong state’ brought with it friction as crime rose and a change to public order policing created tensions (Johnston, 1992).  Community policing began to appear in the form of Neighbourhood Officers (Brogden and Nijhar, 2005).  Innes (2005) describes the historic hard functions of policing and the move to include soft functions whilst considering the settlement of a third policing model of reassurance.   However, Rowe and Hughes (2007) make the case that community issues involving police should not be given a privileged status.   The use of a mix of policing models should be used to give a balanced approach to managing requirements placed on forces (National Police Chiefs Council, 2024).
Central government issued guidance to forces to create Police Consultative Committees (House of Commons, 1983) as a recommendation of the Scarman Report (Scarman, 1981).  The aim was for committees to foster better communication and collaboration between the police and public, however, it did not take long for a negative view of those committees to develop as a selective middle-class conduit for community input (Bull and Stratta,1995).  Further changes to policing continued with the creation of School Liaison Officers, Youth Diversion Schemes and community-based Neighbourhood Watch Schemes that had the effect of shifting resource allocations towards community focused initiatives.  Additionally, those changes were supplemented by recommendations in the Morgan Report (Home Office, 1991) that a multi-agency approach was the best way to reduce crime.  The concept of community partnership working was encouraged by the Home Office (Pearson et al., 1992) paving the way for Community Safety Partnerships.  
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The Tripartite structure of police accountability had been in place since the introduction of the Police Act 1964 (Home Office, 1964) .   The act established responsibility for policing between the Home Office, Police Authority and Chief Constable for each force.   The Home Office retained overall control of police forces with engagement and dialogue on performance and accountability at the national level.  Engagement with stakeholders had been limited to the Police Authority which was made up of elected councillors, magistrates and business representatives creating an approach of strategic engagement at the force and regional level.
At the local level through the evolution of policing and the growing public concern over increasing crime rates (Jennings et al., 2012) generated traction for the development of neighbourhood policing models as a means of addressing a need for deeper community engagement (The Police Foundation, 2015).
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Political influence was present in the New Labour manifesto before winning the 1997 election (UK Parliment, 2010).   Upon taking office, the Labour government produced the Crime Reduction Strategy (UK Parliment, 2010), promoting a partnership approach to community safety.   Alongside this strategy the Crime and Disorder Act (Home Office, 1998) brought about statutory working of Local Authorities, Health, Fire and Probation (Home Office, 2024).     
The Home Office continued to centralise control with the Police Reform Act 2002 compelling forces to produce National Policing Plans whilst been directive, compelling Senior Officers to comply with the requirements.  Loveday and Reid (2003) provide a view that centralised policing has failures in the approach and a more locally accountable approach was needed.   A rebuke of a continued centralised approach was provided by Jones and Newburn (2007) that had been promoted by the Home Office during this period which resulted in undermining the ability of forces to respond within local communities.   The centralised approach and behaviour by government made policing a direct tool of the state, lacking independence and constrained the ability to meet local needs. Loveday and Reid (2003) and Jones and Newburn (2007) raised concerns of authoritarianism which the author believes are a heavy-handed extension of the state and detrimental to local community engagement.
   
As the Home Office continued to control policing the doctrine of ‘operational independence’ was eroded by the government with the publication of Policing: Building Safer Communities Together (UK Parliament, 2003).  The initiative sought to bring local communities and police together, however, this was a double-edged sword of exerting control and influence over policing with a suggestion ‘operational independence’ should be replaced with ‘operational responsibility’, again tightening control over policing directly through Chief Officers. 
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Police visibility and engagement is essential in maintaining and building trust in communities (UK Parliament, 2023).   Without the support of communities which is created and maintained through engagement policing would not be able to function within communities (College of Policing, 2013).  As levels of trust and confidence in policing have declined the ability of policing from the national to local level to have mechanisms to be seen, active and engaged in communities is highly important (UK Parliament, 2023)
The Crime Survey for England and Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2025) is the central tool for engagement at the national level alongside ad hoc legislative consultation (Home Office, 2024) and initiatives such as the Policing Protocol (Home Office, 2023).  Governmental engagement is often technocratic without the opportunity to deviate from what is being asked as Loader and Mulcahy (2023) argue these forms of engagement offer little meaningful influence.   Tyler (2010) sets trust and legitimacy as a basis on which the public and policing’s ongoing relationship is set, whilst Bradford and Jackson (2011) lay out the importance of police engagement with community values highlighting the importance of treating people fairly, giving policing moral authority as a driver for reducing a withdrawal of engagement. 
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In 2010 the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act was passed creating the role of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC).  The PCC was a directional change for policing accountability and engagement at the national, regional and local level.  The PCC mandate was to work on behalf of communities, holding forces to account whilst directing priorities via Police and Crime Plans (Humberside Police and Crime Commissioner, 2024 - 2028),controlling central and local funding whilst also recruiting and dismissing Chief Constables (Association of Police and Crime Commissioners, 2025).  PCCs have been criticised as been members of political parties further eroding the independence of policing (Mawby and Smith, 2016) whilst creating a politicisation of priorities and acting as semi political figures who do not have accountability mechanisms in place (Lister and Rowe, 2014).  This view is further elaborated on by Lister and Rowe (2014) who argue that PCCs fail to have long term engagement structures in place.  However, Mawby and Smith (2016) argue that PCC’s have improved public confidence in policing whilst Chambers (2017) has made the case PCCs successfully engage communities and improve consultation.  The role of the PCC has strengths and weaknesses to the approach of police governance but is directly motivated by a political philosophy which makes policing strategically political.   
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Embedded within policing are Neighbourhood Policing Teams (College of Policing, 2025) who are the foundation of policing at the local level by being visible and accessible to community issues.  Policing predominantly through Neighbourhood Teams works in partnership with Local Authorities and others to formulate and implement strategies that tackle crime, disorder and antisocial behaviour as Community Safety Partnerships (Home Office, 2024).  Policing is embedded with Local Authorities, engaging with Anti-Social Behaviour Teams and Local Authority area officers that feed into ward surgeries and committee meetings (Hull City Council, 2025) whilst policing at the organisational level has named officers for each ward (Humberside Police, 2025),  Neighbourhood policing has been criticised for creating blurred lines (Lister, 2013) across partnered responsibilities to manage community problems.  Additionally, forces have sought efficiencies meaning they have found it difficult to maintain community officers and visibility against other policing pressures (Home Office, 2013).  However, Bradford et al., (2024) highlight the public perception that policing has failed to meet their expectations, but a neighbourhood presence is key to restoring trust and legitimacy.
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With the election of the present government control of policing swung back towards a centralised approach to operational matters in the form of the Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee (Home Office, 2025) and control over how directed achievements secure additional funding (Home Office, 2025).    
Policing priorities at the national level remain the same as those published in the Strategic Policing Requirement 2023 in which the Home Secretary sets out the national threats and how policing should respond (Home Office, 2023) whilst at the local level priorities are set by the PCC who outlines were a force should focus its activities.   Newburn (2012) and Lister and Rowe (2014) have argued that Police and Crime Plans provide greater strategic coherence, giving forces a transparent framework aligned with community priorities, however, political agendas are a concern when directing policing resources with Reiner (2011) expressing concerns that plans are based on a political program rather than professional judgments.  The government control based on New Labour foundations has begun to assert itself onto policing whilst the PCC role continues to direct often-different political priorities onto police forces.  
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This report has explored the historic beginnings of policing and the control central government has over it.   
The introduction of Police Authorities brought an approach to county level accountability whilst policing continued to use the Peelian Principles as its ethical compass.   As the twilight years of the Thatcher government were becoming obvious to the public, attempts to regain confidence and evolve policing to meet a lack of engagement at the local level.
With the election of New Labour there was an acceleration of centralisation and the erosion of Chief Constables control accompanied by legislation and frameworks creating reporting back mechanisms to government. 
With the creation of the PCC an attempt to infuse democratically elected individuals who could steer priorities was born.  However, the role created contradictory issues into policing aligning priorities with politics and having control over Chief Constables.
The present government quickly reintroduced performance measures and offers of funding, whilst the direction of policing changed nationally, local engagement both statutory and non-statutory remain in place through existing conduits. 
Policing has an uneasy relationship with politics as it holds itself as impartial of politics.   Policing may not like to believe it but by the very nature of been an apparatus of the state it is tied to government.
The authors accompanying presentation will highlight and discuss the points raised and explore them in further detail.  
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