


Policing by consent is the idea behind the legitimacy of the police service and the way the public views and interacts with the service. In this assignment, I will be examining in detail the foundations and ideas behind the idea of policing by consent, and how this style of policing has impacted the modern-day police service. This model of policing derives from the Nine Peelian Principles, as they provide the foundation of the modern-day police service. There are many factors that have affected modern-day policing, one factor that had a large impact on the way the police service works is the Brixton riots.

In the UK, the foundation of policing is based upon the idea of ‘policing by consent’, which comes from the nine principles of policing, known as the ‘Nine Peelian Principles’. These principles were established around 200 years ago by Sir Robert Peel, the founder of the Metropolitan Police Service, according to Cooper (2021). For policing by consent to be successful, officers must maintain public approval. If the public were to stop cooperating with the police service, it would cause the service to break down (College of Policing, 2013). The College of Policing (2013) explained that in order to uphold public support and cooperation, the service must continue to engage in positive interactions with the public and improve the public’s perception of them. By looking at the Home Office’s (2012) definition of policing by consent, we see that the idea of policing by consent refers to the police powers derived from the common consent of the public, not from the consent of an individual. Greener (2021) looked at Robert Peele’s principles of policing and explained that most of these principles emphasise how important it is that the police receive the publics approval and cooperation in order to be successful in their duties. 

When there is a significant law change, the public looks to the police for guidance. Therefore, the demands and responsibilities of the service are heightened, and the idea of ‘policing by consent’ becomes incredibly important. Whilst most of the public support the actions of the service to enforce these changes in law, many people still have concerns regarding the legitimacy of the force. Therefore, this increases the difficulty for policing by consent to take place (Friedman, 2014). Desai (2020) explains that police powers must originate from the support that the public place on the service, and there is no possibility to be able to police by consent successfully without trust and support. The police must maintain a strong and trusting relationship with the communities they police, to ensure that they keep the public safe within their areas. By maintaining these strong relationships, the public is more likely to cooperate with the police, thus allowing policing by consent to take place easily. The police can maintain these relationships by ensuring that their actions strongly reflect the public’s values and beliefs (US Department of Justice - Community Relations Services, n.d.).

According to City Security Magazine (2021), over the last 100 years, the police have rebranded themselves from a ‘force’ to a ‘service’, causing the relationship between them and the public to change. This rebranding was to ensure that the public understood that the service was committed to serving the general public, thus increasing their support from them. To maintain this support, the police have had to ensure they maintain integrity, transparency and accountability for their actions and powers (City Security Magazine, 2021). During recent years, the police have taken multiple steps to ensure they stick to these aspects. 

Although the police service has worked hard to maintain its reputation within the community, there have been numerous incidents that have tarnished the ability of the service to police by consent successfully. An example of this would be the murder of Sarah Everard by MET police officer Wayne Couzens in 2021. After several internal reviews, the IOPC (2021) revealed that there had been several incidents of misconduct that had been overlooked by Couzens’ fellow officers. The Home Office also revealed that they are conducting an independent inquiry, led by Lady Elish Angiolini, called the Angiolini Inquiry (The Angiolini Inquiry, 2022). After the revelation of these misconduct claims, an inquiry by End Violence Against Women (2021), showed that around 40% of men and almost 50% of women claimed that their trust in the police had reduced after learning of Couzens actions. This report also noted that the number of women who would report sexual assault to the police had declined, highlighting that public confidence in the police service had decreased significantly. This affected the way the service could police by consent, as the public began distrusting policing culture. We see that women were affected slightly more than men by these events, therefore while it may have still been able to police most of the public by consent, there is still some distrust in the police by women. Therefore, women would be more reluctant for policing by consent to take place.

Another major event that affected the ability of the service to police by consent, was the Brixton riots. These riots took place between the 10th and the 12th of April 1981 and were the first riots of this scale in modern-day England. We see that these riots came as a result of the escalating levels between the young black community and Met police officers (Pierre, 2022). According to Brenton (2010), leading up to the riots, approximately 943 stop-searches of young black men in the Brixton area. This angered the local black community, therefore escalating pre-existing tensions between the community and the local Brixton officers. As a result of the riots, the UK government commissioned an inquiry to investigate these riots and their origin. Named the ‘Scarman Report’ after its author, Lord Scarman, the report revealed that there were multiple failures regarding the confidence and trust in police from the communities in Brixton (Law, 2015). This clearly shows us that the model of policing by consent was not able to be used within Brixton, as the community did not trust the officers to have their best interests in mind. 

The key to successful policing by consent is for the service to work alongside the public, not against them. Although in recent times, the police have not always maintained this approach. In the wake of the news of Sarah Everard’s murder and serving PC Wayne Couzens’ arrest during the lockdown in 2021, many women gathered at a vigil to pay their respects on the 13th of March 2021. The MET police quickly learned of this organised vigil and warned the organisers that they would be in breach of lockdown restrictions. The organisers continued with the vigil, and it soon became a rally accompanied by megaphones and signs, instead of the peaceful vigil that was originally proposed. During and after the vigil, many videos and pictures were shared on social media of the police officers detaining and removing people from the crowd. Although these officers needed to remove the attendees, there were several moments of questionable conduct displayed by the officers (His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2021). After the use of force was brought into question, the population’s trust and confidence in the police to uphold their duties with integrity and correctly significantly reduced, therefore reducing the service’s ability to police by consent.

In summary, we see that the idea of policing by consent is based upon consent from the whole community, not from an individual. This means that the public inputs their trust in the police to fulfil their duties to the utmost of their abilities. The main duties of the police service are to maintain order, provide service and uphold the law. Therefore, it’s key that the public continues to cooperate with the police and consent to them carrying out their duties. Although it’s been difficult for the police to put this model into practice in their duties over the past five years, they are actively taking steps to ensure that they are fulfilling all duties and necessities to the best of their availability. Policing by consent is paramount in modern-day policing, as it ensures the police are continuously working to improve themselves and give the best service possible to their communities. It almost guarantees that the police work alongside the communities, rather than against them. For policing by consent to continue successfully, the service must continue to maintain transparency, integrity, and accountability in everything they do. 
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