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Introduction 
 
1. There are over 300 basic command units (BCUs) in England and Wales and no 
two are alike.  They vary in size from a little over 100 officers to a little over 1,000; 
some serve densely populated, ethnically diverse inner cities, while others cover vast 
tracts of sparsely populated countryside.  What they do share are some key aims and 
objectives, specifically to work with partner agencies on reducing crime in their areas, 
and do so with integrity.  Scrutiny of police performance has moved from aggregate 
force outcomes to the performance of individual BCUs, with the recognition that 
policing is essentially a locally delivered service.  But BCUs are not islands, they 
operate within a framework of policy and support determined by headquarters-based 
chief officer teams.  The precise configuration of policing units and the balance of 
resources between HQ and BCUs varies across the 43 forces in England and Wales. 
 
2. The focus on performance in reducing crime is likely to be relentless.  Forces 
and police authorities, working with local authorities and other community safety 
partners, will need to raise performance outcomes year after year.  Indeed, the 
statutory regime of Best Value demands 'continuous improvement' and an array of 
sanctions exist if authorities fail to deliver this.  The potential for the service as a 
whole to deliver better results in crime reduction and detection cannot conceal an 
inescapable fact – that performance between BCUs operating in similar policing 
environments and with comparable resources varies to a degree that is, at times, 
remarkable. 
 
3. The purpose of the follow up/monitoring inspection is to assess BCU progress 
in implementing the recommendations of the full BCU inspection, and also to 
highlight any significant developments and performance issues which have evolved 
on the BCU since the full inspection took place.  It is not a further inspection report 
and makes no extra recommendations. 
 
 
Significant developments since the original inspection  
 
4. On 1st April 2004 Central, South and North districts amalgamated to form 
Bristol District (BCU).  The amalgamation followed a relatively short period of 
consultation, with the new arrangements designed to align the policing of Bristol in 
order to be more efficient and effective.  Bristol BCU now provides a single point of 
focus within the community and for all partners. 
 
5. Bristol District comprises 10 geographic sectors each containing a number of 
local authority ward areas and delivering policing services within a long established 
model.  No police stations have closed as a result of the amalgamation.  Bristol 
District is now the third largest BCU in the country, accounts for 44% of the force 
area crime and possesses 27% of the police officer and 8% of the police staff strength.   
 
6. For the policing area formerly known as South Bristol BCU the amalgamation 
has resulted in a reduced command structure to a single chief inspector co-ordinating 
the activity of the sector inspectors.  Command of Bristol BCU rests with a Chief 
Superintendent supported by a Superintendent (Community Safety), Detective 
Superintendent (Crime), a Superintendent (Operations) a Human Resource Manager 
and Business Manager.   



South Bristol BCU - Avon and Somerset Constabulary 
Follow-up/Monitoring Visit - September 2004 

2 

7. A programme of change has commenced in order to restructure many of the 
existing departments and services, with the potential for efficiency changes appearing 
significant.    
 
 
Bristol BCU 
 
8. Due to the changes described a follow up visit to South Bristol BCU was 
deemed impractical.  Instead Superintendent Sue Best accompanied by Detective 
Chief Inspector Alaistair Cox visited the command team at Bristol BCU on 
Wednesday 29th September 2004.  The visit was designed in order to discuss the 
amalgamation and commence a process of monitoring and dialogue.  The visit 
comprised a formal briefing by the senior management team and a general discussion.  
In addition DCI Cox attended an away day arranged by the Business Excellence 
Support Team (Best), whose work underpins a considerable amount of the change 
process.  As Bristol BCU develops contact will be maintained with the SMT and 
'Best' team.   
 
9. The original inspection report for South Bristol BCU (March 2003) made three 
recommendations, which were subsequently monitored closely by the Force and 
Authority.  Regular updates were provided to the HMIC via the authority meeting 
process.  By February 2004 all recommendations and issues for management 
consideration were concluded.  Progress on all BCU inspection activity continues to 
be monitored in the same way with reports to the Authority via the Chief Constable's 
office, which is a good practice. 
 
 
Inspection Recommendations 
 
Recommendation Action taken by BCU Measurable impact 
The BCU senior management 
team introduces interim 
measures to ensure that the 
personal development of all 
support staff is reviewed with 
timely SMART objectives set. 

After the inspection the 
BCU implemented 
interim measures, which 
have since been 
supplanted by an entirely 
new PDR process.   

Post profiles are now 
in place for all staff, 
enabling effective 
appraisal and scoring. 
 
Objective setting is 
now undertaken in 
accordance with 
SMART principles.   
HQ staff development 
unit has delivered PDR 
training to all relevant 
staff.   
PDR completion is 
now included in the 
BCU balanced 
scorecard.   
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The BCU senior management 
team reviews the recording and 
disposal of violent crime and 
considers the wider use of 
sanction against all offenders 
with particular emphasis on 
those committing acts of 
domestic violence. 

The BCU is now part of a 
Bristol Domestic Abuse 
Strategy 2004 - 07.       

The BCU commander 
now sits on the force 
domestic violence 
leadership group.  A 
database has been 
introduced to enable 
managers to prioritise 
crime investigations 
with identified 
offenders, most 
notably for offences of 
domestic violence.  
The domestic violence 
unit has moved to a 
pro-active team, which 
in particular deals with 
prolific repeat 
offenders.       
    

The BCU senior management 
team reviews the operation of 
the crime and event 
management units to ensure a 
more efficient and effective 
service is provided that fully 
exploits all opportunities to 
reduce and detect crime. 

A scoping exercise was 
conducted in respect of 
both units. 

Changes to both teams 
include the 
introduction of a 
networked crime 
system capable of 
identifying outstanding 
detections.  As a result 
the BCU witnessed a 
70% reduction in 
outstanding detections 
awaiting finalisation 
during 2003 - 04.  
Other improvements 
include more robust 
crime recording 
standards, improved 
victim liaison and 
improved service 
delivery.  A 
monitoring system to 
quickly identify undue 
build ups of crime 
backlogs has also 
significantly reduced 
the time for crime to 
be inputted upon the 
force system.    
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Performance 
 
10. Her Majesty's Inspector will be maintaining a close interest in the performance 
of the newly formed Bristol District, with the earliest data available being a 
comparison between the first six months of the current financial year and that of the 
same period in the previous year.  By the force grouping the performance of the three 
former BCUs reasonable comparison is possible although care should be taken in 
applying any significant meaning to such early data.  The table below indicates 
performance across a range of crime indicators including sanction detection and 
ranking against the most similar BCU group (MSBCU).   
 

Crime Levels and Detection (Bristol) 
April to 

September 
2003 

April to 
September  

2004 
% Change 

MSBCU 
Average 
April to 

September 
2004 

Ranking 
April to 

September 
2004 

Total recorded crime 36,991 36,239 -2.03% - - 
Number of crimes detected 4,847 4,149 -14.40% - - 
% Crimes detected 13.10% 11.45% -12.62% 20.74% * 14th of 15 
Total recorded crime per 1,000 population 94.48 92.56 -2.03% 75.42 14th of 15 

      
Total residential burglary 2,997 2,559 -14.61% - - 
Number of residential burglaries detected 479 223 -53.44% - - 
% Residential burglaries detected 15.98% 8.71% -45.47% 14.26% * 11th of 15 
Total residential burglaries per 1,000 
households 18.14 15.49 -14.61% 10.44 14th of 15 

      
Total vehicle crime 7,729 7,038 -8.94% - - 
Number of vehicle crimes detected 358 293 -18.16% - - 
% Vehicle crimes detected 4.63% 4.16% -10.15% 12.18% * 14th of 15 
Total vehicle crime per 1,000 population 19.74 17.98 -8.92% 10.20 15th of 15 

      
Total violent crime 7,225 7,978 10.42% - - 
Number of violent crimes detected 1,324 1418 7.10% - - 
% Violent crimes detected 18.33% 17.77% -3.06% 34.07% * 14th of 15 
Total violent crime per 1,000 population 18.45 20.38 10.46% 17.06 13th of 15 

      
Total robbery 1,168 950 -18.66% - - 
Number of robberies detected 136 126 -7.35% - - 
% Robberies detected 11.64% 13.26% 13.92% 19.18% * 13th of 15 
Total robbery per 1,000 population 2.98 2.43 -18.46% 1.24 14th of 15 
* Sanctioned Detection Rate 
 

MSBCU Group   West Midlands - M1,M2,  Plymouth, Luton,  Salford, Cardiff,  Hounslow,  
Stoke on Trent,  Newcastle,  Portsmouth,  Southampton,  Northampton,  Central Lancashire,  
Bristol,  Central Leicestershire. 
 
 
11. The inspection team feels that it is perhaps too early to draw any firm 
conclusion based upon this limited data;  however, some positive messages and 
challenging issues remain ever present for Bristol BCU.   
 
12. For total crime an encouraging and continued reduction is noted.  However, 
police detection performance remains a pressing issue with a 14.40% reduction in the 
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actual number recorded.  This leaves the BCU over eight percentage points below the 
MSBCU average.    
 
13. For residential burglary the inspection team welcomes the 14.61% reduction 
(target –14%) in the number recorded, which is impressive.  The actual number of 
burglaries detected has reduced, however, by 53.44% to a rate of 8.71%.  This is 
comparatively poor performance, some 5.5 percentage points adrift from the MSBCU 
average.  The BCU will have to work hard if it is to reach the force target of 15% in 
this key crime area.  It is participating fully in the force level action plan to improve 
detection rates, which includes training for supervisors in crime management.  
Pending the roll out of a force level training programme the BCU may need to 
consider local solutions.   
 
14. For vehicle crime an 8.94% reduction (target –14%) is equally welcome, 
however, an 18.16% reduction in the number of crimes detected, taking the detection 
rate to 4.16% and eight percentage points below the MSBCU average, is of concern. 
 
15. Consistent with much of the region total violent crime has increased by 
10.42%, with the actual amount of violent crime detected also increasing by 7.10%.  
This is encouraging and helped by high visibility policing at key times, well before 
the pubs and clubs close, giving a clear message that anti-social behaviour will not be 
tolerated.  At a 17.7% detection rate, however, the BCU remains within the bottom 
quartile of its MSBCU group.       
 
16. Total robbery, a crime within the violent crime category, shows a good 
reduction of 18.66% (target –14%) with a reduction in the number of robberies 
detected of 7.35%.  With a slight increase to 13.92% the detection rate remains over 
five percentage points below the MSBCU average and leaves the BCU in the bottom 
quartile of its MSBCU group.   
 
17. Intending that performance should not be unduly impacted by the 
amalgamation Bristol District has undertaken a number of operations in order to drive 
up performance, including operation ABC which focused upon DNA, fingerprint and 
priority crime arrest warrants.  In addition four police officers were seconded to the 
City Centre DNA and fingerprint unit with a view to improving performance in 
respect of prolific and priority offenders.  This activity has resulted in an additional 58 
intelligence packages, 37 arrests and 26 arrests from warrants.   
 
18. Operation Back is a pan Bristol intelligence led vehicle crime initiative 
recently undertaken, which focused upon hot spot activity and prolific offenders.  It 
has achieved an acceleration of car crime reduction from 7% in September to 12.5% 
by year end. 
 
19. From the amalgamation an opportunity has been presented to alter crime 
investigation arrangements in order to bring about a proposed step change in overall 
crime performance.  In respect of serious and major crime a centralised CID team will 
bring detectives together in one location and create greater flexibility, resilience, 
efficiency and enhanced resource deployment.  Dedicated teams will be formed in 
order to tackle key volume crime including robbery, burglary and vehicle crime.  
These will be closely aligned to advances in forensic investigation and capitalise upon 
hits more robustly. 
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20. Consistent with the findings of the inspection of South Bristol BCU a revised 
approach to the investigation of domestic violence is being delivered with dedicated 
staff and a greater emphasis upon repeat victimisation and victim/offender 
management. 
 
21. The amalgamation has also allowed three existing crime management units to 
merge whilst streamlining core processes.  With a proven record in Business Process 
Improvement (BPI) and the development of Crime Investigation Units (police officers 
and police staff) working together, the BCU is mirroring emerging practice found 
across the region.   
 
22. The BCU has also seized upon the opportunity to create a pan Bristol 
dedicated source-handling unit.  This is also consistent with practice across the region 
and should deliver a more corporate response, efficiency savings and improved 
intelligence.  This activity will be linked to a new model for intelligence, which 
embraces the National Intelligence Model through a centralised unit supported by 
field intelligence operatives on each of the sectors.  This will result in a single 
meeting process for the whole of Bristol including one tactical assessment and one 
strategic assessment.   
 
23. Early indications are that by adopting a pan Bristol approach a number of 
improvements in service delivery and performance have been achieved including: 
 
• Arrests of pan Bristol prolific offenders through the single tasking approach  
• Active and visible support from partnerships 
• A single approach to anti-social behaviour management 
• Operation ABC as discussed above (see 17) 
• More effective management of the night time economy 
• One finance structure 
• Standardised overtime recording 
• A single approach to internal communication 
• Delivery of a revised EFQM based self assessment process. 
 
 
Monitoring assessment and follow-up action 
 
24. Whilst early days there are encouraging signs that the amalgamation has the 
potential to improve effectiveness and efficiency.  The reductions in crime witnessed 
in Bristol since the inspection at South Bristol in 2003 is commendable but the falling 
detection rates are of concern.   Avon and Somerset are one of nine forces being 
closely monitored by the Home Office in respect of sanction detection rates.  Bristol 
accounts for 44% of the force area crime so has a major impact on overall crime 
performance.  For this reason, HMIC will maintain a close watch on developments at 
this newly created BCU as part of the Baseline assessment process for 2005.   
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Conclusion 
 
25. The formation of Bristol BCU is a significant development for Avon and 
Somerset police and one which should, over time, deliver improved performance.  
The process is supported by a change team, which in addition to the local senior 
management team, includes members of the force Chief Officer Group, Police 
Authority and Heads of Headquarters departments.  The recently launched 'Bristol 
District Plan' further underpins future activity.  The senior management team are fully 
cognisant of the possible impact that major change can have on a workforce, also of 
the requirement to continue to improve performance whilst effecting change. 
 
26. Supporting the change team is the 'Best' amalgamation project team 
comprising a manager and former members of the three BCUs' corporate development 
teams, though not exclusively.  A strong focus has been placed upon performance 
management with a robust regime apparent to the inspection team.  An initial budget 
of £250,000 has been allocated to deliver the amalgamation and a number of police 
officer and staff posts have been re-deployed.  The amalgamation, in addition to 
improving service delivery, should also help to deliver a proportion of the 9% 
efficiency gains required of forces over the period 2005/06 to 2008/09.   
 


