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Overview
This year’s assessment contains four principal points.

The first is that most forces are performing well, despite 
many new policing challenges. Our police show integrity and 
– often – considerable bravery as they deal with the many 
demands they face, some of which are increasing in scale 
and complexity.

The second is that, in some important respects, the wider 
criminal justice system is dysfunctional and defective. 
In particular, the system lets down children and other 
vulnerable people. As well as often being victims of 
crime, they may become trapped in a cycle of offending, 
conviction, punishment, release and re-offending. The police 
are getting better at identifying and protecting some 
vulnerable victims. But, generally, there is not enough 
emphasis on prevention and early intervention to break 
the cycle.

The third is that there is a mismatch between police funding 
and public expectations. The police funding arrangements 
are flawed in two respects: they do not take enough account 
of the unique circumstances of each force; and funding is 
provided on too short-term a basis. But, above all, there is 
a widening gap between the needs of the public and the 
police’s capacity and capability to meet them. Our work on 
force management statements, which does much to reveal  
the extent of the problem, will help policymakers as they make 
difficult decisions about where to allocate public funds.

Most forces are 
performing well,  
despite many new 
policing challenges.
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The fourth is that there needs to be reform of national, 
regional and local arrangements. In too many respects, the 
lines on the map created by the current 43 force structure 
act as barriers to the exchange of intelligence, to  
co-operation, and to true efficiency and effectiveness. 
There is a pressing need to develop an effective and efficient 
single system of law enforcement, with clear local, regional 
and national components. For the police to develop such a 
system, there are options for voluntary or compulsory reform; 
the case for the latter is becoming increasingly strong.

© Sussex Police
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Most forces are performing well, despite many 
new policing challenges
We continue to have generally high standards of policing. 
The 43 police forces of England and Wales are unerringly 
dedicated to serving the public. Most are performing well, 
keeping people safe, using their resources efficiently and 
treating their workforces and the communities they serve 
fairly and with respect. 

And the integrity and bravery of our police, which I have 
commented on many times before, remain abundantly 
evident. There are again countless examples of police officers 
putting themselves in harm’s way to protect us. This year, 
none is better than the awarding, in July 2018, of the George 
Medal to constables Charlie Guenigault of the Metropolitan 
Police Service and Wayne Marques of British Transport Police,  
and the Queen’s Gallantry Medal to Constable Leon McLeod 
of British Transport Police.1 These officers, all unarmed and 
one off duty at the time, confronted terrorists at London 
Bridge as they inflicted deadly violence on defenceless 
people. These officers are a credit to their forces and to  
the whole police service.

© Hampshire Constabulary
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The police usually respond well to our inspection reports 
and the recommendations we make. This year was no 
exception. There were distinguished examples set by the 
Cheshire and Lancashire forces, both of which made 
notable improvements in their crime recording accuracy. 
These forces have exemplified the willingness and ability  
of the police to continue to improve. 

Major demands from extraordinary events
But policing had much to contend with in the past year. 
Crime rates are no longer falling and some of the most 
demanding and complex crimes the police have to deal 
with are on the rise. 

Many forces were preparing to meet the policing demands 
associated with the UK leaving the European Union. 
For all forces, there remain significant questions over the 
future arrangements for law enforcement co-operation 
with European police forces. The heated political climate, 
with high-profile protests and threats of serious violence 
to elected representatives, has created its own policing 
challenges. And forces with an international air or sea port 
in their area may also have had to make contingency plans 
to deal with possible disruption. For example, in Kent, 
through which so many internationally-bound lorries pass 
each day, there is the ever-present risk of major disruption 
to the motorway network deep into the county, if problems 
arise at Dover or the Channel Tunnel. 

But we have also seen extraordinary events placing major 
demands on other forces. Wiltshire Police, one of the 
smallest forces in England and Wales, had to deal with 
previously unimaginable public safety concerns after the 
unlawful use of a nerve agent, and the highly complex 
criminal investigation that followed. 

In Sussex, there was the Gatwick Airport drone incident. 
This went on for three days, causing disruption for many 
thousands of people hoping to travel just before Christmas. 
It raised important questions about the police’s ability to 
adapt to new types of crime and threat. 

Policing had much  
to contend with  
in the past year.
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In London, we saw the effects of organised environmental 
protests, bringing extensive disruption to parts of the 
capital. This prompted the Metropolitan Police Service 
– the largest force in the UK – to ask for help from its 
neighbouring forces.

In the past 12 months, several forces have experienced high 
demand due to knife crime. Regrettably, 20 years after the 
publication of the Macpherson report,2 levels of street violence 
are rising, and this is disproportionately affecting young black 
men. It is only with an imaginative, co-ordinated approach, 
based on what really works, that communities will be able 
to stem and then reverse the rise of these appalling, brutal 
crimes and keep vulnerable young people safer on our streets.

Most, if not all, forces in England and Wales can offer 
examples of extraordinary policing challenges. Cases of this 
nature usually attract plenty of coverage in the media. But, 
behind the headlines, there is a different story about policing 
that needs to be told.

This story is about what the police must, should and could 
do for the public; how they have to do it as part of a wider 
system that isn’t working properly; dilemmas facing the 
Government over police funding; and how the policing 
landscape must change, if the service is to meet the 
demands of now and the future. 

In some important respects, the criminal justice 
system is dysfunctional and defective 
The criminal justice system exists to prevent crime 
and disorder, detect offences, acquit the innocent and 
convict the guilty, bringing offenders to justice, and – very 
importantly – rehabilitating them.

The demands on the police and the police’s success in 
tackling crime depend, in no small part, on the success of 
the other criminal justice bodies and public sector entities 
concerned with the orderly functioning of civil society. It also 
requires the smooth functioning of the system as a whole. 

Many people will 
become trapped in  
a cycle of offending, 
conviction, punishment, 
release and re-
offending.
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But, in some important respects, the system is dysfunctional 
and defective. And unless things improve, crime and 
disorder will continue to rise. Some people will be both 
offenders and victims. Many will become trapped in a 
cycle of offending, conviction, punishment, release and 
re-offending. All this will place more burdens on the police, 
and the other parts of the criminal justice system and 
civil society.

© Greater Manchester Police
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Vulnerable people in the criminal justice system
Those who enter the criminal justice system are often 
among the most vulnerable in society. 

Take, for example, young people, particularly those who may 
not have benefited from the stable, secure upbringing and 
decent education that so many of us have taken for granted. 
Children who suffer adverse childhood experiences, such 
as witnessing domestic abuse or having a parent who is 
addicted to alcohol or drugs, are more likely to end up in 
the criminal justice system. And those children who are in 
the care of the state are more likely to have particularly poor 
outcomes: they are vulnerable to homelessness, exploitation 
and gangs. 

© Greater Manchester Police
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Many children who end up in gangs have been excluded 
from school. They are not being educated in school, so they 
are educated in something much worse. This is increasingly 
happening to younger children: there are eight-year-olds 
carrying weapons and hiding drugs. By the time they are 14, 
they are hardened. 

Another example of vulnerable people entering the criminal 
justice system is those experiencing mental illness. There are 
well-documented, chronic and unremedied weaknesses 
in adult and children’s mental health provision, and a high 
percentage of prisoners have mental health problems.

Some vulnerable people may end up committing crimes 
through no fault of their own. For example, if victims of 
modern slavery or human trafficking are forced to commit 
crimes closely linked with their predicament, the law 
recognises that they may not necessarily be responsible.3 
As a 14-year-old victim of child grooming and sexual 
exploitation, Sammy Woodhouse was forced by her abusers 
in Rotherham to commit crimes, giving her a criminal record 
which she now has to carry through adult life. The campaign 
for ‘Sammy’s law’, which would provide a statutory defence 
to those unfortunate enough to find themselves in a similar 
situation, has my full support.4

When people go to prison, they are likely to encounter 
violence, drugs, squalor, self-harm and suicide. In prisons, 
assaults and self-harm incidents both reached record highs 
during 2018.5 Too many prisoners live in an environment of 
fear while serving their sentences. There are high levels of 
illiteracy and innumeracy among prisoners. And their access 
to basic education, and their opportunities to be trained 
for some useful occupation, may be poor, or even close to 
non-existent. Instead, some inevitably learn more effective 
criminal ways from their fellow inmates.

For people released from prison, there is no guarantee of 
proper support in dealing with benefits and finance, and 
finding accommodation or work.6 So it should come as no 
surprise that many will struggle to make a success of their 
lives after prison and return to their old lives of crime.

Those who enter  
the criminal justice 
system are often among 
the most vulnerable  
in society.
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Since 2010, the proportion of offenders with a long criminal 
career (more than 15 previous cautions or convictions) has 
increased. In 2018, nearly two-fifths (37 percent) of the 
offending population fitted this description, an increase of  
10 percent since 2008.7 Repeat offenders place tremendous 
demands on the police and cause harm to victims. 
Their almost inevitably circular journey through the system  
is a cycle that must be permanently broken.

I welcome the reversal of the ill-conceived and deeply flawed 
privatisation of the probation service. This policy put public 
safety at risk and saw the average number of re-offences 
per offender rise by 22 percent,8 at a cost of hundreds of 
millions to the taxpayer. 

© Hampshire Constabulary
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The importance of prevention and early intervention
The consequences of the dysfunctional and defective 
system are evident to all who care to see. In society as  
a whole, the homicide rate is at its highest in ten years.9  
The 20-year downward trend in violent crime has come to 
an end.10 Over recent decades, there have been continued 
falls in overall levels of crime. But in the past year there has 
been no significant change, and robbery, fraud, vehicle 
crime and knife crime are all on the increase.11 

Virtually all the costs of the criminal justice system are 
incurred after a crime has been committed. In policing 
and criminal justice, prevention is far cheaper than cure. 
But it’s not just about the money. Naturally, the public would 
expect offenders to be punished, but they want crime to 
be prevented too. Two-thirds of respondents to our public 
perception survey said that they are interested in what 
the police are doing to prevent crime. And responding to 
emergencies and preventing crime are the public’s top 
priorities for policing.12

Fewer victims of homicide or stabbings will always be 
preferable to just throwing people in jail. Early intervention 
is not just about reducing offending: it is about making the 
lives of often vulnerable people better overall.

In a joint inspection of child protection arrangements in 
Southend-on-Sea, we learned of a 14-year-old boy who had 
repeatedly gone missing. He had previously been the victim 
of criminal exploitation and was at risk of sexual exploitation. 
A ‘team around the teen’, made up of four professionals 
from his school, the police and the local authority, created a 
tight network around him, responding flexibly and creatively 
to reduce risks before he suffered further harm. 

The boy had already been charged with carrying a knife. 
When it was discovered that he had been concealing a knife 
in his bedroom, it was recovered by a police officer he was 
familiar with, during a well-co-ordinated joint visit with the 
children’s social care team worker.

Virtually all the costs  
of the criminal justice 
system are incurred 
after a crime has been 
committed.
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The risk, not only to him but also to the wider public, was 
therefore tackled effectively. That’s immediate prevention. 
The boy has also built a relationship of trust with the team, 
providing the basis for further progress. That’s the  
long-term prevention. 

An excellent example of this approach is the Early Action 
Together work in Wales.13 This sees all four Welsh forces 
collaborating with Public Health Wales on early intervention 
and prevention work with children who have suffered 
adverse childhood experiences. Giving these children early 
support will have longer-term benefits, not only for the 
police, but for health, education and other public services.

Peel’s first principle (see Annex C) says that “the basic 
mission for which the police exist is to prevent crime and 
disorder”. It is extremely important that this obligation 
is given the attention and resources it needs. But the 
obligations on government and society extend beyond this. 
For example, parental responsibility, housing, education, 
health and social conditions generally, all need to be taken 
more seriously if crime is to be reduced. Early intervention to 
prevent offending, and rehabilitating offenders, are important 
not just for the police and other public services, but for the 
whole community. Until society takes these things more 
seriously, demands on the criminal justice system will 
not reduce.

It is more than 20 years since legislation was enacted to 
prompt police and other public bodies to exchange more 
information and work together more closely.14 Yet the degree 
to which these agencies co-operate remains below that 
which the public have a right to expect. The public, through 
their local and national politicians, have a choice to make 
about how best to allocate money between dealing with the 
causes of crime and its consequences. Prevention is always 
cheaper, not only in financial terms, but in lives damaged  
or lost, and the strain on emergency and public services.

Early intervention to 
prevent offending, and 
rehabilitating offenders, 
are important not just 
for the police and other 
public services, but for 
the whole community.
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Identifying and protecting vulnerable victims
Forces are becoming better at identifying some vulnerable 
groups and allocating the right specialist resources to 
investigating crime against them. But this is inconsistent 
among different groups of vulnerable people. Forces need 
to be aware of the specific types of vulnerability in their own 
communities, and understand that most vulnerable people 
are vulnerable in more than one way. 

Some of the most vulnerable in society are those who are 
victims of domestic abuse. Since 2014,15 we have published 
a series of reports on the police response to this often 
hidden crime which blights the lives of many and destroys 
some. Encouragingly, the police response continues to 
improve. We have seen good work being carried out by 
most police forces including investment in training; multi-
agency safeguarding hubs; increased use of body-worn 
video; and schemes involving the police and schools 
working together to support children.16

© Greater Manchester Police

Most vulnerable people 
are vulnerable in more 
than one way.
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There are welcome developments in the Government’s Bill 
for tackling domestic abuse.17 If enacted, victims should 
have a less traumatic time in court when giving evidence to 
bring their abusers to justice, and the police will have greater 
powers to tackle abuse. 

Vulnerable people can also be at risk online. As I said 
in last year’s State of Policing report: “The raw power of 
the worldwide web can be an agency of fear as well as 
freedom. Technology enhances much of our daily lives. 
It also intensifies severe threats to the most vulnerable 
people in society, including children.”18 Online offenders 
can very easily reach distant and vulnerable victims. 
Most children are now more at risk in their own bedrooms 
than they are on the streets. This type of offending is not 
just about child sexual abuse and fraud, but radicalisation, 
harassment and stalking too. 

Parents have a responsibility to teach their children how to 
navigate the online world safely. But the onus cannot rest 
completely on them. So I warmly welcome the proposed 
reforms the Government announced in April 2019, in its 
Online Harms White Paper.19

© Dyfed-Powys Police
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Regulation of these aspects of the internet cannot come 
quickly enough. Some of the corporations in question now 
own and operate what, to many people, have become 
significant pieces of public infrastructure. Their stewardship 
of these networks and systems should now be subject to 
appropriately stringent public interest regulation. 

But merely fining some of the world’s richest companies for 
tolerating the presence of harmful material on their websites 
will not be enough. The option the Government is exploring20 
– to create criminal liability for senior managers – should 
be at the heart of the scheme of regulation. That regulation 
should provide for both significant fines and severe personal 
criminal penalties. Long experience in the US shows that, for 
the directors at the very top of large companies, being faced 
with losing both their fortunes and their liberty concentrates 
their minds on their responsibilities like nothing else.

There is a mismatch between police funding  
and public expectations
There has been a real-terms reduction in police funding of 
19 percent since 2010/11. Police funding for the 2018/19 
financial year amounted to £12.3 billion.21 This provided for a 
workforce of approximately 190,000 (122,000 police officers 
and 68,000 police staff):22 in other words, approximately one 
police officer for every 480 people.

But it is not just about police numbers. The money also 
has to pay for the buildings, vehicles and other things the 
police need to do their jobs. Increasingly, some also needs 
to go towards investment in new capabilities to tackle 
the changing face of crime: for example, technology to 
analyse the dark web, or to overcome the use of encrypted 
communications by organised crime groups.

Police spending in England and Wales represented only 
around 2 percent of public expenditure.23 Yet policing is 
among the most essential public services of all; without 
it, society cannot function. Without public safety and 
security, the other institutions of society will be in jeopardy. 
Their ability to operate will be compromised and may even 
be extinguished. 

Online offenders can 
very easily reach distant 
and vulnerable victims.



26

The funding formula
Peel’s second and third principles remind us that, to be 
successful, the police must be able to secure and maintain 
public respect and the willing co-operation of the public 
to observe the law. To achieve that, the police service as 
a whole must have enough funding to meet the legitimate 
expectations of the public it serves, including for the longer 
term. Each police force must also receive enough of a 
share of the funding, in a way that recognises the particular 
characteristics and policing challenges of the force area. 
But the police service is not currently funded this way and 
not all forces receive their fair shares.

The money is divided between each of the 43 forces in 
England and Wales, according to a funding formula designed 
and established by the Home Office. However, there are 
known limitations in the funding formula, which create 
disproportionate funding settlements in certain forces.

Most police force funding comes from central government. 
But around 30 percent comes from local council tax through 
the policing precept – and this percentage varies from  
force to force. This is because of striking differences in the 
council tax base between police force areas. Some areas 
are affluent, with a high proportion of privately-owned,  
high-value housing. Others are not, so they rely more  
heavily on central government funding. 

In previous years, revisions to the funding formula 
deliberately allocated more central government grant to 
those areas. At the same time, those areas tended not to 
support precept increases. The dual effect of these things 
is to compound the more recent cuts in central government 
funding. These poorer areas are among those which have 
experienced the greatest cuts in their police budgets. 
There are a few examples of wealthier areas where this has 
happened too. But, generally, it is a simple equation: police 
in poorer areas are more stretched; people in those areas 
are therefore less safe.

Previous efforts by the Home Office to fix the limitations in 
the funding formula were postponed four years ago. This is 
unfinished business. The inequities in police funding should 
not be allowed to continue.

Police in poorer areas 
are more stretched; 
people in those areas 
are therefore less safe.
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Multi-year settlements 
Annual funding settlements are the norm for the police. 
But such short-term settlements are incompatible with 
efficient and effective long-term planning. When it comes 
to funding, forces need certainty, stability and predictability. 
So there is a clear need for multi-year settlements.

This is not just about recruiting police officers and staff with 
the right skills. In many respects, the police need to invest 
for the longer term, particularly in technology, to become 
more efficient. It is essential that the police are given  
the means to do this. For example, body-worn video,  
fully-functional hand-held mobile devices, facial recognition 
and artificial intelligence, and the connected systems and 
infrastructure to support them, are all things in which police 
forces must invest for the long term. If they don’t, they are 
left playing catch-up as offenders intensify and increase  
their abuse of modern technology to cause harm.

© Sussex Police
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The integration of police systems with other parts of the 
criminal justice system also needs long-term investment. 
Lack of integration currently makes it harder for the police 
quickly to pass vital evidence, such as camera footage, to 
the Crown Prosecution Service. This, and other problems 
with the system, can result in delays, causing victims 
and witnesses to become disillusioned and withdraw 
from proceedings.

There is no reason why some forces should not be able to 
make these investment decisions with more confidence that 
they will have the money they need. Forces that we judge as 
being efficient have provided evidence that they use public 
money appropriately. So they should be able to benefit from 
multi-year settlements now.

© Sussex Police
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The mismatch between public expectations and the 
police’s priorities
However, even if the funding formula were to be revised, 
and multi-year settlements became the norm, neither would 
solve a bigger problem faced by the police: the widening 
gap between the needs of the public and the police’s 
capacity and capability to meet them. To some degree, 
the gap is created by cuts in other public services, which 
have shifted demands onto the police and other parts of 
the criminal justice system. For example, recent research by 
the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Knife Crime suggests 
a growing link between cuts to youth services and the 
country’s knife crime epidemic.24 

There is a particular tension between the clamour for  
‘old-style’ policing and the reality of modern crime, most of 
which takes place outside the public’s view. Being mugged, 
or having your handbag snatched outside the post office, is 
traumatic. But so is having your life savings taken out of your 
bank account by a fraudster. Adults in England and Wales 
are more likely to fall victim to fraud than any other crime 
type. Just because a crime isn’t so visible doesn’t mean  
it isn’t serious or doesn’t need police attention.

Public expectations of the police tend to focus on 
reassurance, visibility and protection. Some voices insist 
that the public place very great weight on local issues such 
as speeding in villages or illegal parking on market days. 
But the reality is that, in many communities, people are 
more concerned about violent crime, drugs and gangs. 
Citizens who are concerned about low-level, yet highly 
visible, crimes and irritations can be vocal. But they would 
be just as vocal and concerned – if not significantly more 
so – if they knew that their next-door neighbour was being 
beaten by her partner; or the child across the road was 
being sexually abused, in person or online; or their teenage 
son’s classmate was being supplied with drugs by an 
organised crime group. 

Just because a crime 
isn’t so visible doesn’t 
mean it isn’t serious  
or doesn’t need police 
attention.
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The police recorded nearly 600,000 domestic abuse-related 
crimes last year, an increase of 23 percent year on year.25 
In recent years, there has been a very significant increase 
in referrals of online child abuse images from industry to the 
National Crime Agency (NCA). According to the NCA, there 
are 2.88 million accounts globally on the most harmful child 
sexual abuse and exploitation dark-web sites. The NCA 
believes at least 5 percent of these (144,000) emanate  
from the UK. 

For the police, these matters cannot be ignored. Nor can 
other serious threats to public safety and national security, 
such as organised crime and terrorism. As recently as 2017, 
there were five terrorist attacks on British soil. Since then, 
the UK has faced the persistent, serious threat of more.26 

The police have an obligation to protect everyone, not just 
those for whom certain problems are of concern. This can 
take police officers off the street, making the service 
less visible to the public. Police visibility has its place in 
preventing some crimes and reassuring the public. But it is 
not the best, or the only, answer to all crime and disorder 
problems. Peel’s ninth principle says that the test of police 
efficiency is the absence of crime and disorder, not the 
visible evidence of police action in dealing with them. 

For police leaders, there is a balance to strike between 
providing a visible service and one that also deals 
effectively with the less visible forms of crime and disorder. 
Striking this balance creates the potential for an uninformed 
public to wonder where the police officers are, and to lose 
faith in the service. 

So there is an increasingly pressing need for an open, 
honest debate about what the public should expect from 
the police. In certain circumstances (for example, involving a 
vulnerable or elderly victim), should people be guaranteed a 
particular level of service from the police? In a perfect world, 
some would prefer to have police officers on every street 
corner. But this is not practical, efficient or affordable.

There is strong  
evidence that police 
officers try hard to 
meet the demands 
made of them.
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Meeting growing, complex demand
There is strong evidence that police officers try hard to meet 
the demands made of them. Sometimes, they do so at 
considerable risk to their personal safety, or to the detriment 
of their physical or mental health.27 A 2019 study indicates 
that one in five serving police officers and staff have a form 
of post-traumatic stress disorder.28 

As Peel’s fifth principle reminds us, the police preserve public 
favour by the “ready offering of individual sacrifice in protecting 
and preserving life”. It is to the police service’s very great 
credit that, so often, many officers do just that. The police 
tend to cope well with the demands associated with the 
most serious of events, such as terrorism, major crimes, civil 
emergencies and critical incidents. And they often have to do 
so under the most intense media and public scrutiny. 

© Dyfed-Powys Police



32

But, as far as more routine policing matters are concerned, 
things are different. There are indications that some forces 
are straining under significant pressure as they try to meet 
growing complex and high-risk demand with weakened 
resources.29 This pressure appears to have grown since 
our inspections last year. The 2010 financial settlement 
compelled the police to find efficiencies, and to an 
appreciable extent it was successful. However, resources 
are now so constrained that some forces are struggling to 
cope. At the same time, investigating and prosecuting more 
complex and harmful offences create especially intensive 
demands on the police and the wider criminal justice system. 

Demand from digital devices
There is a huge growth in demand from the widespread use 
of digital devices. This makes investigations more complex 
due to the sheer volume of evidence stored in, for example, 
mobile phones. 

© Nottinghamshire Police
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Not surprisingly, but worryingly nevertheless, a recent review 
by the Attorney General found that the police often did not 
comply with their legal obligation to record, retain and review 
material collected during the course of investigations.30 This 
has profound consequences for the integrity of the criminal 
justice system, and especially the lives of those who are 
accused, and those who are victims or witnesses. 

One solution to this particular problem undoubtedly lies in 
the use of artificial intelligence to identify, from bulk material, 
only that which is relevant to the case. But its availability in 
policing is far from widespread, and its use raises important 
ethical questions about its intrusiveness, reliability, fairness 
and safety.31

Nevertheless, it will be impossible for the police and 
prosecutors to achieve prompt and true justice without 
highly effective technological methods to acquire and 
analyse the large quantities of data now available in criminal 
cases. As long as the police persist in using 20th-century 
methods to try to cope with 21st-century technology and 
ways of life, they will continue to fall further and further 
behind, and the quality of justice will exponentially diminish. 
Justice delayed is justice denied; the denials of justice 
in the modern day may be reaching unprecedented and 
alarming levels.

Extra demand on the police also comes from increases in 
reporting rates for certain types of crime, some of which are 
complex or need special care to investigate. For example, 
analysis by the College of Policing shows that rape 
allegations have increased more than threefold since 2007/8. 
This increase is not necessarily a bad thing: it could indicate 
that people have more confidence in reporting rape. But,  
at the same time, the number of successful convictions has 
reduced. It is vital that investigations are properly resourced 
to increase the number of sound convictions, support 
victims and prevent re-offending.

There is a huge growth 
in demand from the 
widespread use  
of digital devices.
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Demand from mental health incidents
Another major component of increased demand on the 
police comes from incidents involving people with mental 
health problems. There is good evidence of some forces 
working more and more closely with health and social care 
agencies. But the fact is that incidents involving mental  
ill-health still take up a significant and unjustified amount  
of police resources. 

Officers responding to mental health-related calls often 
have to spend a significant amount of time with the person 
involved to understand what they need. Analysis by the 
Welsh forces shows that on average this takes about three 
hours.32 They may need more officers to help, and the 
person might end up being detained under section 136 of 
the Mental Health Act 1983 and taken to a place of safety. 

© City of London Police
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Recent changes in working practices and legislation33  
make it far less likely that police station cells will be used 
as places of safety. Nevertheless, in a significant proportion 
of cases, it is the police service, and not the ambulance 
service, that transports people elsewhere. When they arrive, 
the handover can take a few hours, depending on the 
availability of health agencies and specialist hospital beds. 
Or – worse – it may result in a very long wait in accident  
and emergency for the person in crisis and the police 
officers accompanying them.34

In our 2018 report on policing and mental health,35 we 
expressed grave concerns about whether the police should 
be involved in responding to mental health problems to the 
degree they are. In dealing with people with mental health 
problems, police officers and staff must do complex and high-
risk work. They often don’t have the skills they need to support 
people with mental health problems. And, too often, they find 
themselves responsible for the safety and welfare of people 
whom other professionals would be better placed to deal with.

Demand suppression
The police, in common with all public services, have to 
make difficult decisions about where, when and how to 
ration services. In many cases, to do so, they find ways 
of suppressing demand. We first reported on this in 2017, 
when we found large numbers of unallocated incidents in 
control rooms and evidence that the initial risk assessments 
had been downgraded, because no one was available to 
respond. We also found occasions when gangs of violent 
and dangerous criminals were not formally classified as 
organised crime groups, because this would further stretch 
the resources available to deal with them.36 

More recently, we have seen demand suppression manifest 
itself in other ways: for example, in some forces’ failure to record 
a significant proportion of the crimes which are reported;37  
and with some crime types – fraud being a good example  
– the often wholesale failure to carry out investigations.38

All this demand suppression, in these and various 
other forms, has two very likely consequences: public 
dissatisfaction with the police will rise and confidence  
in policing will fall.

The police, in common 
with all public services, 
have to make difficult 
decisions about where, 
when and how to ration 
services.
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Improvements in efficiency 
Again, it’s not just about the money. There are undoubtedly 
opportunities for the police to use its funding more 
wisely: for example, by making better use of technology. 
Encouragingly, we are seeing an increase in the number 
of forces making use of digital mobile technology to save 
officers’ time, keeping them on the streets rather than in 
police stations filling in forms. But there are still forces where 
this is not the norm and, at a national level, systems are not 
integrated well enough.

It is important to highlight, too, that some aspects of police 
efficiency are beyond the control of individual forces. 
Examples here include the forthcoming emergency services 
network and the law enforcement data system. These new 
national systems will be vital parts of the police’s critical 
infrastructure, but their implementation has been delayed. 
Some forces now report increased costs associated with 
keeping older systems running for longer. It is regrettable 
that the adverse financial consequences for forces will last 
longer than they could have done.

Even when these factors concerning police efficiency are 
taken into account, there are still major questions for the public 
and their elected representatives about their expectations of 
the police and the levels of funding they are willing to provide. 
Put simply, if increases in police funding do not keep pace 
with increases in demand and the police’s ability to improve 
efficiency, public expectations will need to change.

The Government’s decisions about police funding need to 
be informed by a thorough understanding of the relationship 
between the demands on the police, now and in the future, 
and the resources and other assets available to meet those 
demands. Until now, such an understanding has not been 
readily available. Forces tend to understand today’s demand 
but are less good at understanding tomorrow’s. If they don’t, 
how can they make effective plans?

We are seeing an 
increase in the number 
of forces making use  
of digital mobile 
technology to save 
officers’ time.
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Force management statements
Working closely with chief constables and police and crime 
commissioners (PCCs) and their equivalents, we have been 
developing a system for regularly collecting and analysing 
vital information about police forces. This comes in the  
form of force management statements (FMSs). FMSs ask  
a straightforward question: how well are the police preparing 
for the future?

A similar system has been in use in several other safety-
critical essential public services for many years. While it is a 
more recent innovation in policing, it doesn’t require forces 
to provide information that any well-managed force wouldn’t 
already have. 

We have received and analysed the first year’s FMSs from 
all 44 forces.39 Some forces have already published theirs. 
Most forces put a great deal of work into their FMSs, and 
we benefited from strong support from chief constables  
and most PCCs.

Future FMSs will enable increasingly detailed comparisons 
and analysis. The police and the public will be able to 
see, on a force, regional and national basis, the projected 
aggregate demand on policing, and much more. FMSs will 
explore the characteristics of the demand and the state of 
the assets – people, money and other resources – including 
their condition, capability and capacity. When this is done, 
it will flush out the fact of the matter: there is a range of 
demands the police just cannot meet. 

© Sussex Police
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FMSs will reveal three essential truths. First, they will show 
all the demand the police face, crime and non-crime, latent 
and patent. Second, they will show the state of the assets, 
workforce, hardware and software, their condition, capacity 
and capability, performance and efficiency, and how they 
will be improved. Third, they will show how much money the 
police are going to have. 

FMSs will also provide the answer to a critical question: 
do the police have what they need to meet the legitimate, 
rational and informed expectations of the public? The 
answer to the critical question will, in most cases, be no. 
And so the public, through their elected representatives, will 
have to decide what they want to do: spend more or expect 
less, or a blend of the two.

The inescapable fact is that no public service can meet 
100 percent of projected demand for, say, 70 percent of its 
efficient cost.

There needs to be reform of national, regional 
and local arrangements
Much of the crime and disorder the police deal with has  
a significant local character. It requires the police response to 
be concentrated in one place – usually where a crime scene, 
victim, offender, witnesses and evidence can all be found. 

However, there is a substantial and increasing amount of 
crime that transcends local, regional and national borders. 
Online fraud, online child sexual abuse, other forms of 
cybercrime, human trafficking, regional and national drug 
dealing – often along ‘county lines’ – are all examples of crimes 
which, inconveniently for policing, are not neatly arranged in 
local areas. The reality is that police force boundaries have a 
diminishing significance in the face of these crimes.

The 43-force model
For many years, there has been controversy about the 
43-force structure of policing in England and Wales.40 

In our highly connected world, the need has never been 
greater for the police service to function, with the NCA,  
as a single law enforcement system. But the police service 

There is a substantial 
and increasing  
amount of crime that 
transcends local, 
regional and national 
borders.
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does not do this well. This is usually because it is inhibited 
by the competing pressures of the needs for operational 
efficiency on the one hand and respect for local governance 
and accountability arrangements on the other. They may also 
be held back by a lack of a coherent mechanism for regional 
and national decision making. In too many respects, the lines 
on the map act as barriers to the exchange of intelligence, to 
co-operation, and to true efficiency and effectiveness.

Each of the 43 police forces in England and Wales has a 
locally elected PCC. PCCs are likely to be judged by the 
public primarily on their success in tackling ‘local’ crime 
and disorder. In asserting the operational independence 
of the police, Peel’s fifth principle states that, ultimately, 
the police should “seek and preserve public favour, 
not by pandering to public opinion, but by constantly 
demonstrating absolutely impartial service to law, in 
complete independence of policy”.

In the context of policing policy in the 21st century, there is 
a tension – deliberately created by Parliament – between the 
duty of the chief constable to maintain order and enforce 
the criminal law, and to have regard to local priorities 

© Dorset Police
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established by PCCs. With the greater demands for regional 
and national co-operation and co-ordination, that tension 
becomes more acute, but it is not irreconcilable. It is 
important that the relationships between local, regional and 
national demands and priorities are understood, respected 
and accommodated, to ensure public safety.

The present and future nature of crime and disorder means 
that policing will need greater co-ordination at regional 
and national levels to make sure local factors do not inhibit 
improvement in policing. This is not to say that the aspects 
of policing which are inherently local in character should be 
eroded; of course they should not. A rebalancing of effort, 
attention and resources across local, regional and national 
functions is overdue. 

In its evidence to a Home Affairs Committee inquiry into the 
future of policing, the Home Office stated that it “does not 
run policing but is supporting the sector to become self-
reforming”.41 In many respects, this policy has been effective; 
to a certain degree, the police have been successful in 
self-reforming. But, to establish and operate the regional 
and national structures necessary for every police force to 
function as part of an effective and efficient single system, 
change is essential.

© Sussex Police
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There is ample evidence of what has not worked well. 
For example:

 – IT is still fragmented and inconsistent, without a 
comprehensive set of national data standards, not fully 
joined up across all forces and without a clear plan to 
make it so.

 – Certain functions which are obviously suited to being 
carried out on a regional or national basis, such as payroll, 
procurement and fleet management, often are not.

 – Certain specialist capabilities are replicated unnecessarily 
between police forces, regional organised crime units and 
the NCA.

 – Some money-saving collaboration agreements, such as 
the alliance between the Warwickshire and West Mercia 
forces, are collapsing.

 – Other collaboration agreements, such as the one that 
established the National Police Air Service, continue, 
but with well-documented shortcomings and deep 
dissatisfaction voiced by many chief constables  
and PCCs.

In the light of these and other observations, the increasingly 
urgent need for further police reform is clear. The time has 
come for the police service to realise the pressing need for 
single-system operation in many, if not all, activities which 
are not purely local.

The options for voluntary or compulsory reform
There are still options open to the service (for voluntary reform) 
and to the Home Secretary (for compulsory reform). Based on 
this assessment of the state of policing, the latter will be 
necessary if the service is to achieve the levels of efficiency 
and effectiveness it needs to, with pace, urgency and resolve.

In either case, a new national system of police co-ordination 
should be established to make sure the police are as 
effective and efficient as they can be. The police service 
needs to improve its analytical capability significantly, and 
establish a better mechanism for making sure skills, people 
and other resources are available wherever they are needed.

The increasingly urgent 
need for further police 
reform is clear.
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Making standards, guidance and 
collaborations mandatory

Using the findings from our inspections, the College  
of Policing has determined the most prevalent causes  
of inefficiency and ineffectiveness in policing. 

There is currently no obligation on individual police forces 
to adopt standards in the forms currently established by 
the College. And it is a reasonable assumption that the 
extent to which forces adopt them, and how quickly, will 
vary from force to force, which is to the detriment of the 
public. Therefore, the Home Office should consider using its 
existing legal powers to make these standards mandatory.42 

The Home Office should also intensify its encouragement 
of collaborations and, in appropriate cases, be prepared 
to mandate them. That means specifying which functions 
must be the subjects of collaboration agreements and 
which forces must enter into them. It should also become 
willing to require forces to use standard-form collaboration 
agreements. These should be tailored to meet the needs 
of the various parties making the agreement. The College 
should support the development of these agreements to 
make sure they are consistent.

© South Yorkshire Police
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It is also regrettable that the Forensic Science Regulator 
Bill43 still has not been passed, even though Parliamentary 
time is in plentiful supply.

Targeted support and intervention
The Home Office could also establish a regime under which 
forces that need help must (not may) accept it from the 
College and another nominated force or forces. This regime 
would apply when a force’s performance falls below a 
predetermined threshold in the national police performance 
monitoring and oversight system. Cases of this nature 
should be few and far between, but the facility should exist.

Conclusion

I have set out in this assessment my view of the state 
of policing in England and Wales. I believe that some 
profound and far-reaching aspects of police reform are 
called for. For these reforms to take place, leaders in central 
government, PCCs and chief constables will all need to 
make bold, long-term decisions.

If they don’t, the windspeed of police reform will fall to a 
flutter, leaving the police service increasingly unable to meet 
the demands it faces. The inevitable legacy of such an 
approach would be unacceptable compromises in both the 
quality of service the police can offer the public and the level 
of public safety and security the police can uphold. 

But if the reforms I have set out in my assessment are 
carried out, competently, comprehensively and with resolve, 
they will secure major improvements in police effectiveness 
and efficiency. The widening gap I spoke of earlier – 
between the public’s needs and the police’s capacity and 
capability – will begin to narrow. And the police service will 
be better able to adapt to face the demands of today and 
tomorrow, to the great benefit of all of us.

I believe that some 
profound and  
far-reaching aspects  
of police reform are 
called for.
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