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[bookmark: _Toc134524189]Objectives

The purpose of this report is to examine the impact of politics on the policing of protests in England and Wales. Protests are a regular occurrence and every weekend there are protests throughout the country. Policing in the country is based around being independent of politics and the government and police officers work for the crown and swear an oath to the reigning monarch, not the government or prime minister (College of Policing, 2014). This should in theory take influence from politics away from policing protests, and this report will test the reality of this.
Strong democracies  also are viewed as those that allow the freedom of  expression and thoughts, and how a government responds to protests is a good indicator or how democratic that country is (Chenoweth, 2022) .The United Kingdom is looked upon as being one where democratic freedoms are encouraged and the policing style is viewed as being fair, balanced  and professional compared to other countries. In fact, policing in the United Kingdom is viewed by many as “more or less autonomous from political power—has been contrasted with the militarized continental police, who live in barracks and are dependent on political power” (Della Porta, 1998, p. 3).
Della Porta (1998) does go on to comment that policing in the UK, which has since the 1980’s seen impactive protests such as the Miner’s strike and riots in British cities, has become tougher towards protests and moving nearer to the rest of policing in Europe. 
The impact of legislation and politician’s influence and roles, including police and crime commissioners, on the way that protests are policed will be examined.
[bookmark: _Toc134524190]Scope
Although there is no definition in law for protest (College of Policing, 2023, p. 14), a protest is usually seen as an assembly of one person or more that allows the public to voice their opinions and is usually centred around politics, inequality or the environment. Protests can range from significant nationwide protests that may result in serious disorder to smaller locally based protests based on relevant community issues. 
[bookmark: _Toc134524191]This report will focus on some specific protests, media coverage and relevant pieces of legislation that will signal whether politics impacts significantly or not on the policing of protests in England and Wales. It will focus on the miners’ strikes of the 1980s and protests in recent years, where key pieces of protest legislation were introduced, in addition to the role of police and crime commissioners, a political entity that has fairly recently been introduced into policing.
Main Body
[bookmark: _Hlk138801598]Politicians and Protests in different eras
The nineteenth century saw the rise of Chartism, where political dissent became a movement that wanted significant political change and involved public marches and protests that resulted in violence and many arrests. Leading political figures did not want to have either violent revolutions or oppressive policing reactions, like other European countries, and as such wanted policing to be firmly based on Peel’s principles (Redekop, 2010 , p. 58), which are centred around ensuring impartiality and maintaining the respect and approval of the public (Law Enforcement Action Partnership).
The miners' strikes of the 1980s saw violent disorder between miners and the police, who were seen as an enforcement arm of the Margaret Thatcher’s conservative government, as the miners’ unions were trying to save jobs due to radical reforms and the government were looking to reduce the power of the trade unions. The policing of these protests and strikes were viewed by many as a new aggressive style of policing, supported by the government, looking to quash civil liberties.  (Buckley, 2015). The government had introduced the Employment Acts of 1980 and 1982 which eroded the powers of the unions. This was combined with the change in a more robust policing style and a new country wide mobilisation of policing to respond, which saw officers from all other the country come together and deploy in areas far away from their home forces. Wallington(1988, p. 3) comments that the police were criticised as it was “virtually impossible to separate completely police objectives from the government’s efforts to defeat the strike”. 
In the last few years, Just Stop Oil and Extinction Rebellion have undertaken a number of high profile protest actions, with impactive tactics that have led to significant disruption for road users (BBC News, 2023) (News, 2019). The policing of these protests has come in for criticism from sections of the media and the public in relation to not being proactive enough in taking positive action to minimise the disruption, with one of the most powerful politicians, the Home Secretary , directly expressing her feelings about policing the Just Stop Oil protests: “Braverman told police chiefs at their annual conference that she expected “a firmer line to safeguard public order. Indeed, that is your duty”” (The Guardian, 2022).
Politicians have seized opportunities offered to garner support resulting from the criticisms. The recent exchange between the conversative MP  Lee Anderson and the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir Mark Rowley is a good example of political pressure attempting to be applied with some unpleasant remarks made by the MP towards the most senior officer in policing (Indepedent, 2023), who in turn reinforced how his officers act in line with legislation. 
There was robust action taken against Just Oil Protestors in the following week, after this exchange, which the relevant police commanders in London have said they would have taken regardless but others would point to the link between the pressure being applied and the subsequent action.
Another example is when the London mayor Sadiq Khan very publicly criticised the policing response to the protests and vigil for Sarah Everard at Clapham Common (Khan, 2021).
Potential influence of local politicians can be seen by a protest by Extinction Rebellion in Cardiff in July 2019, where roads had to be closed in Cardiff City Centre due to a boat being placed on a key route. These lasted for a couple of days, and whereas some businesses and members of public were vocal in their frustration at the disruption and the perceived lack of action, politicians including Senedd members either publicly supported or at least said they understood the reasons for the protest (BBC News, 2019). 
In this same news article, the Police and Crime Commissioner for South Wales police also gave his full support for the way that the protest was being policed. These views would have influenced the police commanders’ response, as they weighed up whether to intervene or not and looking at whether the protest would cause serious disruption. Although operationally independent, they would take into account the views of local politicians, who are the voice of the communities and who ultimately the police want to retain the trust of and keep safe.
Police and Crime Commissioners
The introduction of police and crime commissioners, who are usually affiliated to a national political party, has added an extra dimension that needs consideration in relation to operational independence and neutrality when dealing with protests. The Policing Protocol in 2011 (Gov.uk, 2011) that laid out the roles of the commissioners, emphasised that the police should be free from political interference but also states  that the home secretary has reserved powers to intervene if needs be, if a force is seen as failing. The police and crime commissioners set the strategic direction of the force, hold chief constables to account and can ultimately sack them. Chief constables remain operationally independent, but commissioners are influential figures who if in the same party as the government would naturally look to support the government’s and the home secretary’s stance on how protests should be policed. Although chief constables, as would be expected are strong in character, it would be very hard to ignore the views of a commissioner completely or at least take them into consideration, when a chief constable may be aware that their tenure is due to be reviewed by that very person. Indeed, chief constables have been removed from their office by commissioners or have retired because of disagreement with commissioners (BBC news, 2013) (BBC news, 2022).
As technology is developed at a fast pace to assist with policing protests, police and crime commissioners can also influence its use. An example of this can be seen in Wales recently in relation to facial recognition technology. The North Wales Police commissioner Arfon Jones heavily criticised South Wales Police for its use, and was involved in a public disagreement with his counterpart in South Wales, Alun Michael who supported it’s use. (Daily Post, 2019) (South Wales Police, 2019). As a result and taking into account that the commissioners also oversee the capital investment for their respective forces, the use of such technology in protests will be heavily influenced by the stance of the respective commissioner.
Political Legislation
The police’s role in relation to protest is to maintain the King’s peace, prevent and detect crime and ensure public safety (Policing, 2023). A strategy is always written by a Gold police commander that will be based on the fair and proportionate use of powers and policies. These powers may have been established for some time, such as common law or the Public Order Act 1986 (UK Government, 1986), or brought in by a current Government, such as the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 (Government UK, 2022). Therefore, by the very nature that these are new acts brought in by politicians via the legislative houses, and the government would be looking for these new powers to be actively used, to justify to the public why energy was spent in creating and enacting them, there will be some political pressure on the police to use. 
[bookmark: _Hlk138695348]The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill is a controversial piece of legislation that the conservative government has brought in and passed by the House of Lords in 2022, that Amnesty International (2022) described as a “dark day for civil liberties in the UK”. Amnesty emphasised that protest is an integral part of British History, and this bill would severely impact on the ability of its population to express their views and be able to protest and gives police more powers to intervene at protests. One impact can be seen on the protestor Steven Bray, who has become prominent in the media for his anti-Brexit protests on a daily basis ,outside the Houses of Commons, and approaches government members of parliament, playing music on a sound system as part of his protest, causing much angst amongst the government politicians that he approaches (Paxton, 2022). Shortly after the bill was implemented, the police confiscated his sound equipment, a direct result of the new act being brought in (Grierson, 2022).The police dealing may  have wanted to do this as a tactic before and the direct intervention of a government has impacted on new tactics for policing of this protest.
It can be argued that policing impacts on politicians’ decisions. A government factsheet (Gov.uk) states that actually the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill was introduced as a result of senior police officers believing that current legislation was outdated and was not fit to deal with current protests and tactics. The factsheet also highlights the amount of officers assaulted, cost of policing the protests and disproportionate impact on members of public. It is telling that the factsheet does not emphasise the right to protest and freedom of expression but focuses in on reducing the impact of protests, so it may have suited the government to highlight these emotive topics to garner support. Police commanders though, when consulted did request new powers and wanted greater clarity around what “serious disruption” means when formulating their policing response. This was acted upon and has been amended by legislation, so the relationship between politicians and policing can work both ways. 
In addition to the above bill, other acts before it have also shaped the policing of protests. The Public Order Act of 1986 (UK Government, 1986) has been central to the policing response of protests and gave police new powers for the police to put restrictions on assemblies and processions and organisers of protests were given new legal obligations. Taking into account that this Act followed the miners’ strikes, was introduced when police officers had significant pay increases and were given extra specialist capabilities, a number of liberal commentators stated that this would erode democracy (Waddington, 1994).
Human Rights principles (Commission, Equality and Human Rights) , implemented in the United Kingdom in 1998, brought in by politicians are also considered throughout policing plans. In particular the rights of freedom of expression and of assembly override most other considerations and allows protests to go ahead despite there being some disruption or opposition by local businesses or residents. 
So, legislation introduced by politicians can appear to limit protests but also ensure a balance is put in place to allow lawful protests. 
[bookmark: _Toc134524196]Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk138802011]Strong police leadership is required to minimise the influence of politics on protest policing.
There is no doubt that politics has a significant potential to influence the policing response to protests. The public also would not want the police to be influenced by politicians and a survey showed that this is reinforced by a preference to have politically neutral commissioners(Caless, 2016, p. 209). The police and chief officers are operationally independent and need to ensure that they retain this independence and do not get drawn into decisions because of political pressure or influence. The impact of politics may be obvious, such as the implementation of certain legislation or the politicians expressing their views in the media, but it can also be more subtle around interdependencies and relationships, such as those between police and crime commissioners and their local political parties that need to be considered. Also, the police and crime commissioners tend to have close links with their local politicians who are in the same political party, and so public order commanders, in ensuring that strong relationships are maintained with their commissioners will want to have effective communication strategies with local politicians as part of their planning for protests.
Politicians’ views will always be in the mind of a Police Commander
Commanding the policing of a protest is not easy, and it very hard to satisfy the expectations of all stakeholders, whether they be protestors or the general public. Leach (2023) points out that a commander faces potentially serious consequences for their career and reputation when making such risk based decisions and receive criticism and face potential inquiries. The thought of what a local politician or even a national figure, if the protest is of a significant nature, such as the Home Secretary may think or say publicly, is bound to influence even the most experienced and confidence of police commanders. 
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