Examine the importance of ‘policing by consent’ and the impact it has upon a modern-day police service 

In the year ending 31 March 2021, the 43 territorial police forces in England and Wales had 14,393 public complaints of police misconduct (GOV.UK, n.d). As defined by the College of Policing (2022), Policing by Consent is how the police “relies on the trust and confidence that the public has in the police service and the wider law enforcement community”. Policing by Consent is vital, as if the public lack trust and faith in the police, they will not aid in investigations, or report any crimes. Lack of trust and faith can turn into civil unrest, for example after George Floyd’s death and Sarah Everard’s murder there was mass discontent and protesting worldwide. If the public and the police worked together, through Policing by Consent, communities would be safer and the police would have more access to intelligence or information. Policing by Consent is an important part of policing, as it means having mutual trust and respect with the community, and that throughout the years that principle has not changed. The only that that has changed is the need for change within the policing system, in order to stop discrimination and abuse of power. This has caused modern day policing to be more transparent, but in recent years, the negative press surrounding the police has only damaged the reputation they have.

Growing tension between the public and the police can be catastrophic. For example, in 1981, there was mass rioting in Brixton, which later became known as the Brixton Riots. The growing unrest was caused by financial struggle and the lack of regulation on police procedure, such as when it came to the stop and search. This meant the police were discriminating and abusing the power, which eventually led to un uprising (Pierre 2022). In May of 2020, a black man by the name of George Floyd was murdered by a US police officer. The footage of his death went viral, and started the ‘black lives matter’ movement. Protests all around the world started, some of which became violent. “Over the summer of 2020, 172 Metropolitan Police Service officers were assaulted by a violent minority during the BLM protests” (GOV.UK, n.d) . Furthermore, according to the Met Police (n.d), 240 people were arrested at the BLM protests for all alleged crimes. So not only does tension between the public and the police cause things such as protests or riots, but these environments become spaces where crime is more likely to occur. In Minneapolis the BLM protests in 2020 turned from peaceful to dangerous. There was looting, destruction of property and building fires (NPR.org, n.d.). Modern day police have to deal with the similar issues the police had to deal with years ago. Mistrust and general dislike from the public, however, the system is trying to change and overcome these stigmas placed on the police. However, media coverage does not usually show police in a good light, especially in recent years. With cases such as George Floyd, and more recently Sarah Everard’s murder, public view of the police has only taken a toll; “public confidence in the police has been on a downward trend over the last two years – from 62% in 2017 to 55% in 2020” (Mynenko and Ditcham, 2022). Sarah Everard’s was murdered by a Met police officer in March of 2021, which caused national outrage, with the public calling for more action when it comes to working to stop violence against women (Morton, 2021). Since the Sarah Everard murder, women may feel less inclined to phone the police, as they may fear that they are also in danger from the very people who are supposed to serve and protect them. “All women should feel safe to walk home at night and to call on the service of the police to protect them if needed, not to fear that by so doing they could put themselves in mortal danger” (Mynenko and Ditcham, 2022). This only contributes to the mistrust in the police, which only harms the Policing by Consent that the police rely on.

In modern day policing, many policies have been put in place and steps have been taken to ensure police misconduct is a rare occurrence within the system. One of these steps is the body cam, a camera which all officers wear and start recording at the beginning of an incident. The footage helps an officer accurately fill out reports, but can also be used as a ‘witness’ in court. The use of a body cam promotes public reassurance, transparency during stop searches or the use of force and if officers need to provide evidence when investigating an offence or potential offence (GOV.UK, n.d). This access to technology that comes with being in modern day life, means that police officers are less likely to behave poorly, as they are being recorded when dealing with an incident. Furthermore, it also means that the public are more likely to feel safer, as if something does happen, they report the officer, and then use the footage from the body cam as evidence of police misconduct. This helps the public establish more trust and confidence within the police. “The Police Act 1996 Section 44 (2 and 3) states that the Home Secretary can require chief constables of forces in England and Wales to provide statistical data” (HMICFRS, 2017). The Home Secretary may use these powers, in order to get data on the number of recorded crimes from chief constables. This allows for the Home Secretary to look at the data and infer from it, what crime is like in that specific area. This may be connected to how the police are performing, but by keeping an eye on crime statistics connections and patterns can be made. These statistics are also made public, meaning that if people want, they can look at the information themselves, allowing for more transparency and trust between the police and the public.  Modern day policing also requires that “all reports of incidents, whether from victims, witnesses or third parties and whether crime related or not, will result in the registration of an incident report by the police” (HMICFRS, 2017). This ensures that no matter what, there will be some form of record of the incident. Evidence-based policing is the use of best available evidence to inform and challenge policing policies, decisions and practices (College of Policing, 2022). This means officers are educated to make evidence based decisions while on or off duty. Police are optimistic when it comes to the relevance of evidence based policing and that it will be beneficial to their jobs. “Overall, there were strong levels of optimism in the context of relevance of research and how it might be applied in a work situation. The majority of participants held positive beliefs about the relevance of the training and its applicability to their jobs” (Fleming and Wingrove, 2017). Evidence based policing increases the education an officer receives, while teaching them to focus on evidence and facts, instead of suspicions and prejudice. This should increase the faith or trust the general community has in the police, as they are taking the steps to be properly educated.

Policing by Consent is one of the most important parts of policing, as if the public mistrust the police and do not believe in them, they will not report crimes or aid and comply in investigations. George Floyd’s death and Sarah Everard’s murder caused mass discontent and protesting worldwide, and showed how lack of trust and faith can impact nations negatively, through violence, destruction and discontent. Through Policing by Consent, the public and the police can work together to make communities safer while generating more access to intelligence or information for the police. Modern day policing has put policies and steps in place to create a sense of transparency, in order to start regaining the trust of the public, such as body cams and evidence based policing. The biggest challenge policing faces today is to reconnect with a community that has deep wounded mistrust, scars and generational trauma. But while the police continue to prove the public right, or will they start holding themselves accountable, and truly live by the Policing by Consent philosophy? With a new generation of police constables on the horizon, who have differing diversity, with a common goal of improving the system, and regaining the trust of the public, it might just be possible to heal those wounds.
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