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In England and Wales, the relationship between political influence, policing priorities, and public engagement has become increasingly complex, particularly following the introduction of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) under the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act 2011 (Home Office, 2011). The reform aimed to enhance democratic accountability through the establishment of directly elected officials tasked with holding Chief Constables to account and ensuring that policing aligned with local priorities (Lister, 2013). PCCs were intended to decentralise decision-making and enhance public trust (Flinders, 2014; Jones, 2017). 
Critics argue that the implementation of PCCs has not fundamentally resolved the longstanding tensions inherent in policing governance. Loader & Mulcahy (2003) note that policing in England and Wales has consistently functioned within a paradox of operational independence and political accountability, with ongoing reforms fluctuating between central control and local autonomy. The PCC model exemplifies an ongoing trend towards localism in public administration, according to Flinders & Buller (2011), while simultaneously maintaining substantial central government influence via national funding formulas, strategic frameworks like the Strategic Policing Requirement (Home Office, 2015), and ministerial intervention powers (Sandford, 2016). 
PCCs function within a complex, multi-level governance framework that includes national government, regional mayors with devolved policing powers, local councils, and Chief Constables (Ayres, et al., 2018). This structure creates overlapping responsibilities and can blur the lines of accountability, raising concerns about whether democratic representation translates into strategic oversight or public empowerment (Sandford & Flinders, 2018). 
The implementation of PCCs should also be evaluated in the context of public trust and confidence in policing, which are essential for legitimacy and effective law enforcement. Bradford (2014) observes that public perceptions of procedural justice, fairness and accountability directly influence the willingness to cooperate and comply with policing. The Peelian Principles, established in 1829, underscore the importance of policing by consent, impartiality, and crime prevention as fundamental to legitimacy (Emsley, 2014). Their significance in 2025 is, however, undermined by dimishing institutional trust, socio-economic disparities, and the politicisation of policing agendas (Crawford & Lister, 2014). 
This report critically evaluates the interplay between political influence, policing priorities and public engagement across national, regional and local levels, focussing on the role of PCCs within a mutli-governance system. It examines the extent to which PCCs enhance public trust and confidence, or if they signify a limited, politically restricted reform that does not adequately address issues of sructural legitimacy and deficiencies in policing. Furthermore, it examines the current significance of the Peelian Principles as an ethical and operational framework for assessing the effectiveness and legitmacy of police governance in England and Wales today. 
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Historically, policing in the UK was defined by a model of local accountability via police authorities, comprising elected councillors and independent members. Concerns regarding a “democratic deficit” and insufficient public visibility prompted the establishment of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) through the Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act of 2011 (Lister, 2013). PCCs were designed to replace police authorities, empowering elected officials to set policing priorities, allocate budgets, and appoint Chief Constables (Jones & Newburn, 2019). Proponents argue that PCCs enhance democratic accountability by establishing a direct connection between policing strategies, electoral mandates, and public expectations (Lister, 2013). Elliott-Davies, et al. (2016) concur that PCCs can enhance responsiveness to local issues, promote innovation in crime reduction partnerships, and establish a more defined accountability structure than the previous police authority model. Despite the intention for PCCs to operate independently at the local level, research indicates that electoral pressures and political affiliations significantly affect their decision-making (Beel & Jones, 2020). While Chief Constables retain operational independence, the power of PCCs to appoint and dismiss them introduces the possibility of political interference (Jones, et al., 2012). Bovaird & Loeffler (2016) observe that policing strategies may ofen reflect the interests of political parties rather than the needs of the community. This raises the question of whether PCCs enhance acountability or potentially politicise law enforcement. Critics contend that the effectiveness of PCCs varies markedly by region, resulting in disparities in governance quality (Hanway & Hambly, 2019). Therefore, the political affiliation of PCCs raises concerns regarding the potential politicisation of policing. Certain PCCs have leveraged their positions to advance political agendas or prominent campaigns, which brings into question impartiality and long-term strategic planning. Adam Simmonds, PCC for Northamptonshire (2012–2016), faced criticism for initiating national campaigns, including the promotion of a police-led response to online child abuse, which was perceived by many as beyond the local parameters of his responsibilities (Lister & Rowe, 2015). Supporters contended that PCCs would enhance responsiveness and local legitimacy; however, the reality has demonstrated greater complexity. Turnout in the 2012 and 2016 PCC elections was as low as 15% in certain regoins, with only slight improvement noted in 2021, prompting concerns regarding democratic legitimacy (Electoral Commission , 2021). Furthermore, evidence indicates that certain PCCs have faced challenges in engaging marginalised groups and addressing intricate social issues, including youth violence and racial disparities in policing (Bradford, et al., 2019). Case studies of PCC interventions in domains such as stop and search, roads policing, and police misconduct illustrate the difficulties in reconciling responsiveness with evidence-based policy. There have been instances where PCCs have clashed with chief constables regarding operational decisions, resulting in public disputes and legal challenges (Rowe & Lister, 2016). PCC Martin Surl publicly criticised the decisions of Gloucestershire Chief Constable Rod Hansen to withdraw neighbourhood policing teams from certain rural areas in order to bolster response capabilites due to resource constraints. Hansen defended the reallocation as necessary for public safety, whereas Surl contended that it fundamentally undermined his priority of ensuring visible neighbourhood policing within the Police and Crime Plan. This clash exemplified the nuanced relationship between a PCCs strategic authority and a Chief Constable’s operational automony (Lister & Rowe, 2020). 
PCCs are subject to scrutiny by Police and Crime Panels (PCPs), consisting of local councillors and independent members. PCPs evaluate PCC decisions, conduct confirmation meetings for key appointments and publish annual reports. Nonetheless, their powers are limited, and they frequently lack the resources or expertise to ensure effective oversight (Home Office, 2019). Gilling, et al. (2019) assert that panels exhibit deficiencies in political independence and investigative capacity, which undermines their effectiveness as oversight bodies. They emphasise that oversight is often lenient and that political loyalties influence panel dynamics, particularly in areas where a single party dominates both the panel and the PCC’s office. 
A primary challenge in policing governance involves balancing national security objectives with the needs of local communities (John, 2022). At the national level, the Home Office is pivotal in establishing policing priorities, providing policy guidance, and financing law enforcement agencies (Reisig & Kane, 2014). Jones & Newburn (2019) argue that policy directives often reflect political expediency over effective crime reduction strategies. Reiner (2010) concurs that oversight mechanisms, while intended to promote accountability, often stengthen electoral pressures instead of facilitatiing independent assessment. The Home Office exerts significant influence through funding and national strategies, such as counterterrorism and serious organised crime. Nevertheless, PCCs are expected to align with local priorities in their Police and Crime Plans. This dual accountablity may result in conflicting pressures on police forces, especically when national directives differ from community expectations. (Loveday, 2013). Loader & Mulcahy (2003) argue that national policing priorities are often shaped by political imperatives, media agendas and short term electoral cycles, rather than by the needs of public safety. Reiner (2010) warns that the politicisation of policing may lead to a distortion of priorities in favour of policial narratives.
Collaboration at the regional level via Regional Organised Crime Units  (ROCUs) is designed to address cross-border and high-harm threats (Home Office, 2015). Advocates of ROCUs argue that these units improve policing effectiveness by transcending local force boundaries to tackle serious and organised cross-border crime, thereby reducing duplication and standardising specialist practices (Mawby & White, 2005). However, Jones & Lister (2015) contend that these structures may fragment accountability by diluting PCC influence and embedding decision-making within professional policing networks that lack sufficient public oversight. Furthermore, regional structures are indirectly influenced by national political priorities, particularly in areas such as counterterrorism, where operational independence is limited by overarching security policies (Lister & Rowe, 2015). 
Decentralisation seeks to empower police forces to tailor their responses to local challenges, especially under the direction of PCCs or Metro Mayors. Nevertheless, this has resulted in what Reisig & Kane (2014) characterise as a “postcode lottery”, indicating that the effectiveness and focus of services vary significantly across different regions. The difficulty of harmonising national norms with local adaptability continues to exist. 
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Public confidence is essential for effective policing, facilitating cooperation and legitimacy (Hanway & Hambly, 2019). Political narratives regarding crime control frequently influence public perceptions, occasionally eroding trust (Reiner, 2010). 
Sir Robert Peel’s principles, established in 1829, have consistently informed the foundational ethos of British policing. The principles are fundamentally based on the concept of “policing by consent,” which asserts that police legitimacy arises from public approval rather than from the fear of coercive force. The principles emphasise crime prevention, impartiality, and the concept that the police are the public and the public are the police (Emsley, 2014). In 2025, the significance of these principles is increasingly scrutinised as policing confronts issues related to the use of force, institutional discrimination, and transparency in decision-making (Bradford , 2014). PCCs can strengthen these principles by improving accountability, integrating community consultation, and fostering procedural justice in policing strategies (Bradford , et al., 2009). However, the risk of politicisation linked to elected governance structures may compromise Peelian impartiality if public perception shifts towards viewing policing as influenced by electoral cycles or party-political considerations (Loader & Mulcahy, 2003). 
A series of scandals, most notably in the Metropolitan Police, has seriously eroded public trust. The Casey Review (2023) determined that the Metropolitan Police exhibited institutional racism, misogyny, and homophobia, reflecting conclusions drawn in the Macpherson report more than twenty years prior. The recurrent institutional shortcomings have prompted many scholars to argue that consent is now effectively absent, especially among marginalised communities (Bowling & Phillips, 2002). 
Surveys consistently show that public trust in the police is influenced by geographic location, demographic characteristics, and recent interactions. ONS data from 2018 to 2020 indicates that confidence in local police forces was significantly lower among ethnic minority groups. Seventy-four percent of White British respondents reported having confidence, whereas this figure decreased to sixty-six percent for Asian British and sixty-four percent for Black British individuals (Office for National Statistics, 2023). High-profile cases, including the murder of Sarah Everard by a serving officer and the policing of subsequent vigils, have intensified fears that the police are no longer upholding values of integrity or accountability (Home Affairs Committee, 2022). PCCs need to confront these inequalities to maintain the Peelian ideal of equal treatment and legitimacy via fair practices (Bradford , 2014).
Community safety, frequently identified as a primary objective in policy frameworks, may be relegated in importance when juxtaposed with urgent national issues. Mullins & Rees (2023) highlight that this misalignment may lead to demoralisation among local officers, and a reduction in trust towards police forces. Hanway & Hambly (2023) assert that public confidence tends to be higher in regions where police forces maintain a consistent local presence and robust community connections. Conversely, public trust diminishes and the legitimacy of the police force is jeopardised in areas where policing is perceived as reactive, excessivly forceful, or lacking altogether. Recent initiatives aimed at enhancing engagement have centred on participatory governence, allowing the public to take a more active role in developing policing strategies. However, Bovaird & Loeffler (2021) observe that such participatory mechanisms often attract only the most vocal or politically engaged citizens, leading to the under-representation of young people, ethnic minorities, and individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. This results in a biassed feedback loop, where the priorities of more empowered groups overshadow local policing agendas, potentially worsening social inequalities. 
Technological advancements have introduced new ethical and operational dilemmas for policing. The deployment of facial recognition, predictive algorithms, and artificial intelligence has raised concerns among civil liberties organisations, which contend that these technologies are frequently opaque, biassed, and jeopardise the public’s capacity for meaningful consent regarding policing practices (Fussey & Murray, 2019). Bayley (2006) highlighted that minimal public engagement on these issues further undermines legitimacy. Proponents contend that technological advancements can improve police effectiveness, efficiency, and responsiveness to complex crime threats. Lum & Koper (2017) concur that the integration of technology with evidence-based practice enhances decision-making and strategic resource development, which may lead to improved public safety outcomes and increased legitimacy, provided that strong accountability mechanisms are in place..
Despite the practical challenges facing Peelian Principles, some scholars content that these these principles maintain considerable normative influence in British policing. Loader & Walker (2007) argue that policing legitimacy is dynamic, requiring continuous effort to be “earned and sustained” through adherence to principles of consent, accountability, and impartial service. The authors contend that the Peelian ethos is crucial as a moral guide in the context of institutional drift and waning public trust. Reiner (2010) posits that notwithstanding the trends towards managerialism and securitisation, Peelian values persist as foundational to public expectiations regarding fairness, procedural justice, and community-oriented policing. Critics argue that these ideals are frequently referenced in rhetoric rather than being meaningfully integrated into operational practice (Bowling & Marks, 2015). The College of Policing’s Code of Ethics (2022) explicitly references Peelian values, demonstrating an institutional commitment to their ongoing significance. Implementation continues to be inconsistent due to structural constraints, resource pressures, and cultural inertia, which hinder meaningful operationalisation of these principles (Bradford & Jackson, 2018). While the Peelian Principles maintain symbolic and normative importance, their practical implementation in 2025 is still subject to considerable debate.  
Effective public engagement requires more than mere consultation; it involves the creation of enduring relationships, active listening to diverse viewpoints, and collaborative solution development. Certain PCCs have developed novel strategies, including citizen’s panels, youth commissions, and participatory budgeting. However, these projects are often inconsistently distributed and often lack sustained support (Mawby & Smith, 2017). 
The 2024 Southport attack and ensuing riots underscored the precarious state of public trust and the contemporary significance of the Peelian Principles. The policing response, primarily centred on enforcement and public order, and neglected the necessity for trauma-informed and compassionate interaction with mourning communities. This approach, shaped by political pressures, compromised legitimacy and public confidence by emphasising control rather than consent. Tyler (2004) posits that fair treatment and procedural justice are essential for public trust; when communties perceive neglect or experience policing devoid of empathy, confidence in policing rapidly erodes. 
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In conclusion, the complex interplay between political influence, policing priorities, and public engagement at national, regional, and local levels highlights the aspirations and limitations of the PCC model in England and Wales. PCCs were introduced to strengthen democratic accountability and align policing with local needs; however, their effectiveness is limited by central government influence, doctrines of operational independence, a complex multi-level governance system that obscures clear lines of responsibility, and insufficient public awareness and engagement. 
The analysis indicates that PCCs function within a framework characterised by inherent tensions, balancing public expectations with resource limitations, aligning local priorities with national strategic objectives, and ensuring equitable practices while managing political pressures. This frequently leads to a gradual method of reform instead of the significant change anticipated by policymakers. 
Public trust and confidence depend on perceptions of procedural justice, fairness, and equitable treatment, highlighting the ongoing significance of the Peelian Principles in 2025. The principles, grounded in legitimacy through consent and ethical practice, serve as essential benchmarks for evaluating policing governance. Contemporary inequalities, social divisions, and political contestations influence public perceptions. Consequently, PCCs and policing institutions face the challenge of translating these principles into meaningful and consistent practices that engage diverse communities. 
While PCCs have improved visibility and local accountability to a degree, substantial questions persist regarding the adequacy of this governance model in addressing structural legitimacy deficits within policing.
The accompanying presentation will explore in more detail how the Southport attack in July 2024, and the subsequent unrest, highlighted the underlying tensions among state authority, public trust, and policing strategy. 
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