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INTRODUCTION
Policing within the United Kingdom is subject to a tripartite system of governance: locally elected Police and Crime Commissioners (PCC’s) or Mayors set the strategic direction of an individual police force and hold the Chief Constable to account; Chief Constables have responsibility for the day-to-day operation of the police and the central Government, via the Home Secretary, has a broad range of powers on a national level, setting national strategic direction (Joyce & Wain, 2012).  The 43 Home Office forces in England and Wales each exist within a set geographical boundary and are therefore subject to the influence of locally elected councillors and councils, potentially leading to conflicting political interest and priority (Mughan & Overstreet, 2023). Although geographical in nature, there are some forces and bodies with national law enforcement responsibility, further complicating accountability and governance structures – for example, the National Crime Agency deals with cross- border crime and the Metropolitan police deal with national terrorist threats (Counter Terrorism Policing, 2025). 

Each politically elected official has a different political persuasion and represents nuanced community interests - this can create a complicated and complex system of direction, governance and operation, with competing priorities based on local and national priorities (Doig & Levi, 2013).  

This complex arrangement has the opportunity to legitimately influence policing in a positive way by ensuring uniformity in police response across the country, whilst also ensuring that local public engagement and concerns help shape operational delivery.  However, there are also concerns and evidence that politically elected officials my unduly wield their power and influence to further personal or political views – as an example, 8 months after the introduction of PCC’s a total of 37% of Chief Constables left their roles (Davies & Johnson, 2016).


RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POLICING AND POLITICS
Policing, by its very foundation, is apolitical in nature and schedule 1 of the Police Regulations (2003) prohibits any member of the police taking part in active politics (The Police Regulations, 2003).  It is therefore somewhat contradictory that the operational delivery of policing is undoubtedly influenced by politics and policing – His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS) reported that “most” Chief Constables reported “improper pressure or interference from significant political figures” (HMICFRS, 2024).  This dichotomy should perhaps not be surprising – police must act impartially to engender the confidence of the public but equally, effective management of public funds from the Home Office to police forces means that there must be some oversight of how this money is spent and therefore how the police operate.  Indeed, communities and voters expect politicians to deliver community services for them and the effective maintenance of public order in the enforcement of the law is a legitimate expectation of the public.

Policing is shaped by political agendas and the very concept of policing itself can be seen as a form of social discipline between the government and society to work collaboratively to maintain law and order (Bowling, et al., 2019).  The system of political influence, accountability and governance in policing changes according to public demand and the political wishes of the Government.   One of the more significant changes was the Police Act (1964) which significantly reduced the number of police forces in England and Wales from 117 down to 47 (and down to 20 in Scotland) and gave greater central oversight to the Home Secretary to scrutinise forces (Lexis Nexis, 2025).  Another significant change was more recent and saw the election of democratic PCC’s which replaced police authorities – this change in 2012 was designed to introduce more local accountability; engender stronger local public engagement and allow the Home Office to move away from the direct scrutiny and oversight of police forces (Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act, 2011).  Questions remain, however, on the effectiveness of this change and the actual impact of local engagement given the incredibly low voter turnout for PCC elections (BBC, 2012).  The question of political influence in policing is further complicated and by the fact that PCC’s are scrutinised in most forces by locally elected councillors and independent members of a police and crime panels (albeit there remains concern around whether the have significant statutory influence over the conduct of PCC’s (House of Lords Library, 2023)).

The distinction between policing and politics remains blurred and naturally, there is clearly cross over between the two: as an example, the current Metropolitan Police Commissioner has recently advocated for the reduction in the number of police forces in England and Wales from 43 to as few as 12 (The Guardian, 2025).  This would require an act of parliament and raises an important point that politics and policing are intrinsically connected and that police, on occasion, seek the support of politicians.

Benefits and risks:
The interplay between politics and policing has a number of potential benefits including: homogony of national policing response around key issues, such as terrorism; accountability on a local and national level and a clear line of engagement from the public to elected individuals to Chief Constables. 

A number of risks arise, however.  Unclear governance structures and fears over independence have the potential to damage trust and confidence in policing.  Ever more populist political parties may try to over-simplify the political discussion in policing and present polarised views, based on what they assume is popular with the public but which may not be in the long term interests of the service.  

As an example, the current Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper, has recently made a decision to proscribe Palestinian Action as a terrorist organisation (which would mean that it would be a criminal offence for anyone to be a member (Sky News, 2025)).  The group is a protest organisation which protests against Israeli action in Palestine. The conflict in the Middle East is highly politicised and charged, with strong feelings felt on the right and left wing of the political spectrum within broader society.  This decision has evoked strong support on one wing of the political spectrum and strong condemnation on the other - Palestinian Action carry out criminal damage and disruptive techniques, targeting places such as RAF military bases by spraying aircraft with paint.  This, critics argue, is low-level criminal damage and in no different to the actions of Just Stop Oil – a protest group which uses similar tactics to raise the profile of climate change.  There is no argument that what both groups do is illegal and that there are offences – such as the criminal damage act – which prosecute individuals involved in action.  Why then, critics ask, are the actions of Palestinian Action being classified as terrorism but those of Just Stop Oil are not (Open Democracy, 2025)?  The answer could be political and based on taking a strong stance to the public (Haidar, 2025).  The Home Secretary, and right wing of the political spectrum, however, argue that the ban is necessary (Dampier, 2025), is the free will of parliament and is based on advice from cross-government experts (Home Office, 2025).   A political decision to proscribe one group over another has direct implications for how police deal with these individuals and therefore the perception of the public about how the police service police certain sections of the community.

This could open up schisms in the police’s engagement with diverse groups, with some describing it as an ‘abuse of power’ (The Guardian, 2025), when the police are attempting to increase representation and diversity and led to national protests. The police, along with politics, have been criticised for not being diverse enough (The Police Foundation, 2021) and for having too narrow a focus on similar backgrounds and upbringings – in 2024 was the political make-up of the house of commons was 41% women and 14% ethnic minorities, lower than the general population (Sky News, 2024).  Diversity is not just about protected characteristics though – diversity of thought comes from differing social backgrounds and education history.  This is very rarely seen in politics and ergo in national strategic policy making in policing – in Rishi Sunak’s last cabinet 18 out of 33 ministers had gone to Oxford or Cambridge University, which represents a very narrow educational background informing governmental policy decision making (Kings College London, 2024).

Policing is political, but it shouldn’t be politicised as this leads to risk of independence and public confidence Chief Constables must remain apolitical despite the political affiliations of the other aspects of the tripartite arrangement.  (The Police Foundation, 2009).  A Chief Constable should never be appointed, as an example, based on their political affiliations – were policing to become politicised in this way the entire premise of operational effectiveness and impartiality would be affected.

IMPACT OF POLITICS TO ADDRESS FUTURE POLICE CHALLENGES
Policing faces a number of future challenges.  The increased confidence to report violence against women and girls, which has been declared a strategic policing priority by the Home Secretary (National Police Chiefs Council, 2024) results in increased policing demand.  The complexity of investigations, as the world has moved into a digital age, has also increased, particularly around cases such as rape and serious sexual offences (NPCC, 2021).  This shows how the political influence of setting a strategic priority has an impact on the use of police resources for operational effectiveness – over stretched officers are being required to deal with greater volume and more complex crime and policy changes to meet this additional demand does not always keep pace.  Having adequate resource to meet increased and ongoing demand is a debate which has taken place for some time – what can policing do when resourcing and funding does not keep pace with scale and scope of increases of crime, sometimes on the back of national policy initiatives (Millie & Bullock, 2013).

The current Government has signalled the extent and future focus in which they see policing structure helping to achieve their political aims – the Prime Minster Kier Starmer announced a Plan for Change and Neighbourhood Policing Guarantee, promising to put 13,000 more neighbourhood officers on the street at a cost of £200 million (HM Government, 2025).  This is clearly a political decision aiming to address the public concern about wanting to see more ‘police on the street’s to deal with crimes and anti-social behaviour – a total of 38% of voters are in favour of this  (Hawksbee, 2024).  This is a national decision which will have an impact on operational delivery on a local level – polls suggest this would be welcomed by the local public, however, it is less clear that this is joined-up decision making.   The strategic policing requirement consists of a number of national threats, as below, but additional neighbourhood officers won’t directly impact any of these threats:
· Violence against women and girls 
· Terrorism 
· Serious and Organised Crime
· National Cyber incidents
· Child Sexual Abuse
· Public Disorder 
· Civil Emergencies (Home Office, 2023)

More neighbourhood police may prevent precursor low level incidents in respect of the above priorities - but is money best spent on neighbourhood officers to tackle national cyber incidents?  Or is it a political policy more popular with the public than, say, investing in IT infrastructure?  This represents the conflicting nature of political policy designed to appease the public and voters against the business of allowing for effective operational delivery.

The local context of PCC’s adds further complexity to national policy decision making and front line policing.  The PCC’s have a statutory responsibility to collaborate with specified partners to reduce and prevent crime and disorder, such as with local authorities and health (Association of Police and Crime Commissioners, 2023).  This means that they work with partners to implement the strategic requirement and this is not left solely to policing alone – democratic accountability and collaboration, taking into account community priorities, can lead to a more collaborative approach to fulfilling the strategic policing requirement.  However, this also adds an extra level of bureaucracy and is also susceptible to a singular individual’s personal or political views influencing local implementation of national strategy (Caless & Owens, 2016). An interventionalist PCC can actually cause distrust in police and act to alienate partner agencies, as was observed when South Wales Police PCC Alun Michael made misleading comments about police action in respect of two youths who died in Cardiff – this potentially further inflamed community mistrust of police and contributed to a period when riots took place in the Ely area (BBC, 2023).  Lessons from the USA, whereby voters directly elect a political mayor to deal with crime and disorder similar to a PCC, actually show that the political persuasion of a mayor has no impact on crim rates (de Benedictis-Kessner, et al., 2025)

A future opportunity in policing exists with the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) – use of this technology has the potential to improve productivity, make police more effective and keep pace with criminal use of AI (NPCC, 2024).  New AI tools can be expensive and needs highly trained individuals to use it effectively – the government recently and traditionally has focused on the number of police officers, however, some argue that police policy makers should place a greater emphasis on maximising effectiveness, efficiency and legitimacy through tools such as AI rather than focusing budgets purely on officer numbers (Muir & O'Connell, 2025).    

FUNDING
Closely linked to operational efficiency and political influence in policing is funding – central government supplies PCC’s with the vast majority of funding to allow Chief Constables to effectively discharge their duties.  PCC’s are also able to increase local council tax precepts through local authorities but this is at a far smaller extent than central funding.  In Wales the Senedd adds a further layer of complexity to funding arrangements, supplying some funds to Welsh force and in Scotland the Scottish Government also adds additional funds to police forces.  The temptation for politics to interfere with police funding is obvious – funds from the Home Office are often ‘ring fenced’ for spends in certain areas of risk.  The current funding model has been identified for some time as being problematic and shifting power away from policing to the Government (Oliver, 1996) – policing, by its very nature, is costly.  As already referenced, current Governments wish to influence local police forces by supplying funds, linked to political or manifesto priorities, and then telling police forces how they can spend it, circumventing the normal process of PCC’s – neighbourhood policing pledge or officer numbers being an example.  The current formula has been recognised as out of date and does not recognise changing communities, priorities or demographics – in Devon and Cornwall, as an example, the population swells by over 1 million people each year during summer holidays, however, funding does not match this increased demand.   Despite previous pledges to recalculate the funding formula this has not been enacted – HMICFRS  (2023) state that the “the system used to allocate police funding isn’t fit for purpose.”


CONCLUSION
In conclusion, policing is clearly political – from national and local strategic priorities to funding and resourcing allocations.  Being political is different from being politicised, however.  The operational independence of policing must be sacrosanct to ensure that trust and confidence in policing remains.  The political aspect of policing creates a confusing governance and accountability structure – policing in governed by a tripartite arrangement but this means that the Home Office, locally elected PCC’s and local councillors all have influence over how the police operate.  This allows for local public engagement and the setting of priorities that local communities want to be delivered, but equally creates bureaucracy and sometimes a conflict between national and local priorities.

Political parties in power also have a tendency of solving easy, eye catching problems rather than the less news worthy structural issues – as an example, the Government tends to focus on policing numbers which at times, is in conflict with strategic priorities.  The Home Secretary has the power to make political decisions which impact on the police’s trust and confidence with certain groups, such as the proscribing of protest groups as terrorist organisations.  How this affects trust and confidence at local and national levels is not always considered on a long-term basis.

The operational independence of police must be protected but the advent of individual PCC’s and, in future, the creation of more Mayors with even greater powers can lead to individual personalities affecting the operations of the chief constable.

The associated presentation will discuss these issues in more detail, namely,  the impact of governments and political parties chasing popular decisions at the expense of long-term problem solving and the impact that this has on the local operational effectiveness of local policing.
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