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Introduction
The relationship between political influence, policing priorities, and public engagement is complex and increasingly relevant in today’s society. Policing is a key function of the state that both reflects and shapes political ideologies and social values. Loader and Mulcahy (2003) argued that it also serves as the main point of contact through which many people experience government authority. Political leaders influence policing through laws, funding decisions, and public messaging, often guided by changing ideologies and electoral goals (Lister and Rowe, 2015). At the same time, police forces must respond to practical challenges such as crime patterns, budget limits, and internal culture. Reicher et al (2007) believed that public engagement, through protest, consultation, or oversight adds another layer, as community trust and legitimacy are essential for effective policing. In recent years, these influences have become more intertwined. Neoliberal approaches to governance have changed how police are held accountable and how services are delivered. Zuboff (2019) refers to “instrumentarian power” which manifests as predictive policing, real-time surveillance and automated risk assessments, often without public debate or accountability. Meanwhile, there has been increasing concern about authoritarian trends in law and political messaging related to public order, drawing attention from academics and civil society groups (Ewing and Tham, 2023; Liberty, 2022). Central to this debate is the question of who decides policing priorities, how these decisions are carried out at different levels of government, and how much influence the public can realistically have.
This report explores these themes by focusing on two key areas of policing in 2025: protest policing and the use of surveillance technologies, particularly facial recognition. These issues have been chosen because they are prominent in public debate, are politically significant, and raise important questions about civil liberties and democratic oversight (Amnesty International, 2023). The way protests are policed is often seen as a measure of a country’s commitment to democratic values, while the use of facial recognition technology highlights the tensions between technological innovation, public safety, and privacy rights. Together, these case studies offer a valuable lens through which to critically examine the shifting balance of power between political objectives, policing practices, and public participation in modern governance. 358
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In recent years, the policing of protests in the UK has shifted significantly, with growing political framing of dissent as a security threat. The Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Act 2022 granted the police expanded powers to restrict protests based on noise, duration, or perceived disruption (Home Office, 2022). Critics argue that this undermines the right to peaceful assembly, particularly for environmental and anti-racism campaigns (Amnesty International, 2023) and reflects an authoritarian drift that prioritises state control over democratic freedoms (Liberty, 2022). Politically, this shift represents an attempt by central government to regulate public spaces and narratives, especially when protests challenge legitimacy or stability. Ewing & Tham (2023) argue that these laws erode democratic norms by enabling excessive state control over the right to protest.
Advocates of the Act contend that enhanced police authority is necessary to manage increasingly disruptive protest tactics (White, 2020). From this perspective, the legislation serves as a response to evolving forms of protest that are highly visible, digitally amplified, and occasionally unlawful. Supporters argue that modern protests are more performative and less predictable, requiring more flexible policing tools (Gorringe, 2021). However, evidence indicates that aggressive protest policing can heighten tensions, erode public trust, and discourage legitimate opposition (Loader & Mulcahy, 2003). Reicher et al (2007) advocate that poor police tactics create rather than contain violence between the police and protester, and that conflict often arises when police treat crowds as homogeneous and illegitimate, reinforcing ingroup cohesion and hostility.
At the regional level, Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs) set priorities that shape protest policing. Although they are meant to draw on community input, critics argue PCCs often follow national political agendas, especially when party-affiliated, which has produced inconsistency in policing styles across different areas (Lister & Rowe, 2015; White, 2020). Liberty (2022) argues that local engagement with protest policing remains inconsistent. Community liaison mechanisms exist, but serve more to justify policing actions than encourage meaningful dialogue. Marginalised groups frequently report disproportionate policing, reinforcing perceptions of bias (Amnesty International, 2023).
A recent high-profile development illustrates these tensions. In June 2025, the UK government announced its intention to designate the activist group Palestine Action, a network known for direct actions such as spray-painting RAF aircraft and causing damage to other military facilities, as a terrorist organisation under the Terrorism Act 2000. Membership or support would then carry penalties of up to 14 years in prison (Reuters, 2025). While supporters argue the group had escalated to criminal damage and security breaches, critics, including human rights organisations and legal advocates, warn that this represents an excessive use of anti-terror legislation against protest, posing a serious threat to legitimate dissent and freedom of assembly (Quakers in Britain, 2025). The Guardian editorial (2025) also argued that the group’s actions lacked the serious violence or threats legally required for a terrorism label.
The judicial review held on 21 July 2025, did not deliver a final ruling on whether Palestine Action could overturn its proscription as a terrorist organisation. Instead, the High Court convened to decide if co-founder, Huda Ammori, should be granted permission to proceed with a full judicial review, challenging the ban. The outcome of the High Court’s decision may set a precedent for how the law interprets protest actions within the framework of national security as it could confirm a broader definition of terrorism to include non-violent but disruptive acts, effectively stretching the legal definition of terrorism into the protest domain. This case exemplifies the tension between maintaining public order and preserving civil liberties. The question remains whether the state is protecting the public or suppressing resistance, a distinction that may define the future of protest policing in the UK. 594
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Facial Recognition Technology (FRT) has emerged as a key area where political decisions, policing strategies, and public concerns overlap. Used in cities like London and Cardiff, live facial recognition has been promoted as a tool to enhance efficiency and help identify known offenders (South Wales Police, 2020). However, its deployment has generated widespread criticism, particularly over issues of privacy, discrimination, and lack of public accountability. Big Brother Watch (2021) reports on how UK police rapidly rolled out facial recognition technology, with minimal legal safeguards and argued that it poses a serious threat to privacy, civil liberties, and racial justice. The report cited that freedom of information data revealed around 95% of alerts were false positives.
The political dimension of FRT is evident in how it has been introduced without clear legislation or democratic scrutiny. Although often justified under national security or crime prevention, critics warn that its unchecked use risks ‘mission creep’ where surveillance tools are used for purposes beyond their original scope. Garvie (2019) is one such critic, and argues that FRT should be banned where it is hard to justify, especially in public spaces and for peaceful assemblies. Research has also raised concerns about the opaque relationships between police forces and private technology vendors, with limited independent oversight to ensure ethical standards are met. Fussey and Murray (2019) critically assessed the Metropolitan Police’s use of FRT during public trials and identified significant operational, legal, and ethical concerns, again including issues related to mission creep. Their report highlighted the importance of establishing robust legal frameworks and ethical guidelines to govern the use of surveillance technologies in public spaces, ensuring that their deployment does not infringe upon individual rights or lead to unintended consequences.
At the national level, the Home Office has supported FRT trials without carrying out meaningful public consultation. This raises questions about technocratic governance, where decisions are made by experts or institutions without adequate public input (Joh, 2017). Supporters argue that FRT offers a necessary boost to policing at a time of resource constraints and increasing demand for digital intelligence (Brayne, 2017). However, it is to be noted that Brayne’s study also addresses the significant challenges related to bias, privacy, and social inequality. A report produced by Buolamwini and Gebru (2018) shows the technology frequently misidentifies individuals, particularly women and people from ethnic minority backgrounds, highlighting the risks of built-in algorithmic bias. Their study highlights the importance of diverse and representative datasets in training facial analysis systems and the need for the technology industry to develop and implement more inclusive datasets and evaluation metrics to ensure fairness and accuracy across all demographic groups.
Regionally, the adoption of FRT has been uneven. In South Wales, legal action against its use resulted in a temporary suspension, showing how the courts can limit politically driven surveillance initiatives (South Wales Police, 2020). Following this judgement, South Wales Police commissioned academic analyses to assess potential biases in the technology. Subsequent reports, including one from the National Physical Laboratory, concluded that the FRT system could be operated without breaching equality requirements. As a result, South Wales Police resumed trial deployments of FRT technology in 2022, with a focus on ensuring fairness and transparency in its application. In other areas, police forces have pressed ahead with limited transparency, prompting calls for more robust governance and clearer accountability (Cavoukian, 2020).
Public engagement with FRT remains limited and often tokenistic. While some regions have established ethics panels or advisory groups, these bodies often lack influence, independence, or diversity (Big Brother Watch, 2021). Civil rights groups such as previously mentioned; Liberty (2022), advocate for a pause on the technology’s use until clear legal and ethical standards are put in place. Meanwhile, some surveys suggest parts of the public are increasingly willing to accept surveillance in exchange for a perceived increase in safety, revealing a divided and evolving public opinion. Zuboff (2019) warns that without critical public engagement and regulation, surveillance capitalism risks normalising invasive monitoring under the guise of safety, threatening human autonomy and democracy. 668
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The relationship between political power, policing strategies, and public involvement is marked by ongoing tensions, particularly in areas such as protest policing and surveillance technologies. As this report has shown, political agendas have a strong influence on how policing is carried out, often prioritising public order and control over civil liberties and democratic participation (Ewing and Tham, 2023; Liberty, 2022). In recent years, protest policing has shifted from enabling peaceful assembly to increasingly restricting it, raising concerns about the weakening of fundamental rights to free expression and objection (Amnesty International, 2023). Similarly, the use of FRT reflects a wider trend towards surveillance-led governance. These systems are often introduced with limited transparency or oversight, despite serious concerns about their accuracy, potential for discrimination, and implications for privacy (Fussey and Murray, 2019). While authorities often justify these measures as necessary for public safety and efficiency, such arguments frequently overlook the risks posed to public trust and democratic accountability (Zuboff, 2019). Local mechanisms such as PCCs and advisory ethics panels can, in theory, provide checks and balance. However, their effectiveness is often constrained by national political pressures, inconsistent practices, and limited engagement with diverse public perspectives (Lister and Rowe, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc201861086]This report argues that meaningful reform is needed. Policing practices must be grounded in transparency, human rights, and genuine public dialogue. Without such changes, there is a real danger that public confidence in the police will continue to decline, weakening the very foundations of democratic governance. The challenges explored here are not only about how policing is carried out but also about what kind of society the UK aspires to be, a society governed by fear and control, or one rooted in accountability, fairness, and civic participation. 284 (1904)
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