


‘Explore and evaluate the use of body worn cameras in evidence-based policing.’

Since their introduction in 2005, body worn camera’s (BWC) have been gradually implemented in all the police forces within the United Kingdom (UK). But many people continue to argue whether they are effective, used correctly or an infringement on human rights. Sherman (1998) created the concept of evidence-based policing to improve the effectiveness of the police service. He created this method as a way for the police service to establish which strategies and practices work best and which are most effective and where is best for them to apply different strategies. He supported this concept by suggesting that the service challenges their own decisions, policies, and practices through the use of high-quality evidence. Evidence-based policing has been supporting the implementation of several methods of policing, such as CCTV surveillance and hot-spot policing. This essay will evaluate the effectiveness of body worn cameras within today’s police force and explore if they are beneficial in evidence-based policing.

The creation of criminological theories are fundamental in supporting the concept of evidence-based policing, by focusing on the mitigating factors of crime. The most important criminological theories in relation to body worn cameras are the Routine Activity theory [1979] and the Rational Choice theory [1998]. The Routine Activity theory attempts to explain the reasons behind crime, by examining why exactly it happens (Cohen and Felson, 1979). Differently, the Rational Choice theory examines the questions that people ask themselves before committing a crime (Cornish and Clarke, 2014). These theories have enabled the police service to devise new strategies and methods to deal with crime, such as increased CCTV, hot-spot policing, and a range of others (University of Glasgow, 2016). With an ever-changing society, the importance of evidence-based policing is more than ever. The College of Policing (no date) states that evidence-based policing aims to gather and utilise the highest quality evidence available, which plays a key role in the police service’s ability to adapt to and understand the new issues they are faced with every day. 

Body worn cameras are small devices placed on the front of officer’s tack vests, giving the video a first-person view of the officer’s perspective of the situation. The Metropolitan Police (2022) explain that the cameras are used to capture audio and video evidence of any incidents that the officer attends. This means that the cameras should be switched on for the entirety of specific interactions with the public, allowing the camera to act as an independent witness. These interactions may include performing a stop search, carrying out an arrest warrant, attending an incident of domestic abuse or conducting a search of property. Alongside this, the National Police Chief’s Council (2022) introduced five key principles that officers must follow whilst using their body worn cameras, to ensure full transparency for all interactions between the police and the public. The first principle is that the device must be used lawfully. Although many argue that the use of body worn cameras is an unlawful infringement on human rights, the College of Policing (2014) state that officers using their body worn cameras are doing so lawfully under common law. Another principle is that officers must be able to show legitimate, necessary, proportionate, and justifiable reasoning to use their body worn cameras in accordance with the Human Rights Act [1998], the Surveillance Camera Code of Practice [2013] and the Date Protection Act [2018]. Although there are several pieces of guidelines and procedures available to new and existing officers on how to properly use their body worn camera, there are still limitations to its use, these will be discussed below. Alongside this, the principles emphasise the need for the police to engage with members of the community and discuss their use of body worn cameras, this builds a stronger relationship between the community and the police as it strengthens their trust in officers, knowing that they will be held accountable for everything. There are also multiple different agencies that use body worn cameras that the police could liaise with in order to benefit evidence-based policing. These agencies may include nightclub door staff, council officials or traffic and parking wardens (Big Brother Watch, 2017). By liaising with these different agencies, the police could gather high quality evidence from their body worn cameras in order to proceed with charging or prosecuting an individual or individuals. As more and more agencies decide to implement body worn cameras for their staff, the police service will have more knowledge to different types of situations that they may not have been aware of previously. This then allows the police service to utilise this evidence and create strategies on how to best deal with the issues. 

Body-worn cameras are exceptionally useful in evidence-based policing, with many of the benefits discussed below. Dartford Borough Council (no date) explain that there are numerous benefits to using these body worn cameras, with one of the most important being the increased protection of staff. Although this source is discussing the protection of council workers and door staff, it is still possible to create the link that police officers and community support officers will receive the same protection from the body worn cameras. It is clear that people are less likely to be verbally or physically abusive towards officers that are wearing body worn cameras, for fear of their actions being caught on camera. This, in turn, protects the officers more than if they were not to wear one. If an individual is abusive towards officers, the recorded footage can then be used in officer training courses in order to educate student officers on how to properly respond to incidents. This supports the concept of evidence-based policing as it allows the police to review and evaluate officers’ actions and create new strategies on how to deal with specific situations or individuals. A review by the College of Policing (2021) into the effects of body worn cameras show that there were mixed findings, but the effect that they have on crime was labelled as ‘very strong’. This shows that body worn cameras have a large effect on crime levels, therefore rendering them very effective. Regarding evidence-based policing, body worn cameras allow officers to gather recorded evidence on the behaviour of individuals in certain situations. For example, if officers attend a domestic violence incident and capture the behaviour of the suspect on video, they are then able to review this evidence back at the station and come up with an effective strategy on how to better deal with the suspect in future situations, or even similar situations with different individuals. The College of Policing (2014) states that the evidence captured by the body worn cameras can be used to support the CPS in achieving prosecution for crimes such as domestic abuse crimes or hate crimes. It is clear from this that body worn cameras are vital in supporting cases against individuals when they face the courts. James (2014) explains that there has been a significant decrease in the number of complaints against police officers by members of the public. This could be either as a result of the individual knowing that they cannot lie about the interaction, as it has been recorded with audio, or the officer is aware that they will be held accountable for all of their actions during the interaction, therefore they decide to act appropriately. It is possible for this to also lead to a decrease in police brutality across all police forces within the UK. If the incident goes to court, the officers are aware that the footage will be shown, therefore it is possible that more officers now attempt to deescalate situations rather than decide to use force prematurely. 

Although there are many positive elements that come with the use of body worn cameras, there are still limitations to its use. The College of Policing (2014) states that one of these limitations is the possibility of a technical failure occurring. If the body worn camera experiences a technical failure, it could hinder the recorded evidence of that incident, and any other incidents stored on the camera from that day, unusable. Alongside this, the Home Office (2018) states that there are clear guidelines that body worn camera users must follow, regarding positioning the camera, battery capacity, video quality and many more topics. Included in these guidelines are many incorrect forms to use the body worn camera, which allows the reader to wonder how many officers are incorrectly using their cameras to capture interactions. The guidelines also show that the cameras are very susceptible to being rendered useless, as there are multiple ways for the footage to be tampered with. As mentioned above, the College of Policing (2021) conducted a review into the effects of body worn cameras and published that officer’s compliance in using their body worn cameras was only properly maintained whilst a senior officer was present. This means that there were several officers on independent patrol, not using their body cameras correctly, if at all. This then renders them as a useless item of kit on the officer, as if an incident occurs, they have not recorded any audio or video. In addition to this, it hinders the police services’ ability to follow the procedures for the evidence-based policing strategy, as there is no high-quality evidence being gathered. Alongside this, there are ethical limitations that come along with the use of body worn cameras, such as the possibility of privacy violations within the community. Coudert, Butin and Metayer (2015) suggest that body worn cameras introduce the possibility of serious intrusion into the privacy of individuals in the community. This could happen as the police record interactions in public places and then individuals are walking in the background of the footage.

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of body worn cameras, it is crucial to review and assess its performance with different crimes, specifically anti-social behaviour crimes and incidents. This crime is one of the most important to assess regarding the body worn cameras effectiveness, as it is something officers deal with nearly every single shift. Throughout 2022, a staggering 1,039,579 reports of anti-social behaviour were made to the police in England and Wales (CrimeRate, 2023). The use of body worn cameras whilst dealing with these types of incidents is highly important. As stated above, individuals are less likely to be verbally or physically abusive towards officers who are wearing body cameras. The footage can also capture exactly how certain individuals are acting, whether for the first time or repeatedly, and can then allow officers to plan accordingly as to how to deal with them. Officers participating in the concept of evidence-based policing will utilise all available footage to produce the most effective methods to deal with this type of behaviour, provide proper and adequate training to student and existing officers on the best way to deal with these situations and support the CPS in their cases against the individuals.  Along with this, South Wales Police (no date) have uploaded information to their website regarding support organisations that they work alongside to combat anti-social behaviour through the use of evidence-based policing and body worn cameras. These organisations include Victim Support, ASB Help and Supportline. The implementation and use of body worn cameras has significantly benefited evidence-based policing by encouraging a wider range of policing methods and policies to deal with individuals committing anti-social behaviour offences. It has also helped increase the effectiveness of the use of anti-social behaviour orders criminal behaviour orders. 

In conclusion, the implantation and wide-spread use of body worn cameras across UK police forces has had a significant beneficial impact on the concept of evidence-based policing. It has allowed for proper and thorough investigations to take place, improved the safety of officers, victims, and members of the general public. Additionally, the cameras have forced officers to take accountability for their actions and choose better strategies whilst dealing with incidents. Body worn cameras have significantly improved the transparency of the police service and has strengthened the relationship and trust between officers and the community. Despite this, there are still many arguments surrounding how correctly they are being used. Therefore, it’s important that senior officers are continuously monitoring officers’ use of their cameras, and that more training courses are provided. Overall, body worn cameras are highly beneficial in evidence-based policing, by providing officers with high-quality evidence that acts as an independent witness.
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