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Appendix

Dear Home office,

Policing in the 21st Century: Reconnecting police and the people

Essex County Council response to consultation

This response is from Cabinet Member, County Councillor John Jowers, on behalf of Essex County Council. Although due to timing it may still be subject to formal governance arrangements it has also been considered by Safer and Stronger Communities Policy and Scrutiny Committee.

Overview

The consultation document “Policing in 21st Century” sets out a fundamental change to the way that the relationship between the public, the police and the elected representatives will evolve over the coming years.

This response takes account of the fact that the clear intention is to abolish Police Authorities and move to a system of elected Police and Crime Commissioners. It focuses on the most pertinent Chapters 2 and 5 of the consultation document and seeks to highlight relevant issues for Essex in terms of the implementation of the new proposals.

A key factor in this document that has bearing on the overall response is the fact that Essex is a 3 Tier area as a consequence of having two unitary authorities within the Policing Boundaries. This brings with it a whole series of considerations particularly relating to the role of Commissioner, the role of scrutiny and budget setting.

Whilst the importance of the remaining sections is clear, it is considered that from the Essex County Council perspective the comments as set out below are most relevant. The response is therefore set out in direct relation to the questions as asked in Chapter 2 “Increasing Democratic Accountability” and Chapter 5 “Tackling Crime together.

Consultation Questions: 

Chapter 2, Increasing Democratic Accountability:

1. Will the proposed checks and balances set out provide effective but un-bureaucratic safeguards for the work of Commissioners and are there further safeguards that should be considered?]

Responses

a. It is not clear how the arrangements will work in a 3 tier structure like Essex where there are also 2 Unitary Authorities. It is proposed that Police and Crime Panels will be established to ensure a robust overview role at Force level and that the decisions of the Commissioner will be regularly tested. The panels will be drawn from locally elected councillors from constituent wards, independent and lay members bringing additional skills and experience. While the recommended numbers on the panel are as yet unknown in Essex, if each Council area was to be represented on the panel, this would mean at least 15 representatives. Some clarity around County Council level representation would also be welcome unless this is assumed to be covered within the reference to local elected councillors. There is no indication as to how this panel will be appointed or who will support them in their work.

b. Concern has been expressed relating to the intended role of the IPCC in undertaking investigations of the work of the Police and Crime Commissioner in matters of misconduct. This is because the IPCC does not have experience of such situations involving elected officials. Currently such work is undertaken by the Standards Board. How will the appropriate safeguards be put in place to ensure that the IPCC is adequately prepared and guided in such situations?
c. A further key issue relates to setting the budget which will be the responsibility of the Police and Crime Commissioner, including the precept. However the Police and Crime Panel will be able to trigger a referendum on the policing precept recommended by the Police and Crime Commissioner. In an administratively complex area like Essex this could lead to problems in getting the budget through in a timely fashion. 

d. In a fast changing environment Essex has concerns that care must be exercised  in implementing the proposals to ensure:

i. Possible fragmentation of local partnerships is avoided. These local partnerships are vital to reducing crime and anti-social behaviour. Care must be exercised to ensure that the possible problem of competing manifesto commitments which could pull councils and the police in different directions is avoided by clear direction on the role of Commissioner in terms of consultation.

ii. The Place Based budgeting approach is not made more difficult

iii. Opportunities for resources being diverted from important but less visible police activity are minimised.

iv. New developments like the Local Enterprise Partnership in Essex and Kent are not made more complex and difficult to deliver.

2. What could be done to ensure that candidates for Commissioner come from a wide range of backgrounds, including from party political and independent standpoints?

Responses

a. More information is required on this in terms of costs involved and the specific requirements and restrictions on who will be able to put themselves forward for election. This may particularly relate to the following points:

- Campaigning in an election costs and will there be a level playing field in this respect that encourages independents to stand as implied in the question.

- It should be a requirement that candidates set out a clear manifesto as part of their election campaign to ensure that this is driven by local issues and not national policy.

- Consideration should be given to aligning qualification criteria to those currently existing for elected councillors and MPs.

- There are potential complications in two tier areas where there are unitary authorities present. How will the role of Commissioner be clearly set in trying to give representation for the whole community of Essex?
3. How should Commissioners best work with the wider criminal justice and community safety partners who deliver the broad range of services that keep communities safe?

Responses

a. It is expected that the Commissioner will work with others but we would recommend there should be a statutory duty to do this. This would also include :

i. requirements around co-operation and data sharing

ii. a requirement to consider/allowing existing partnerships to be considered for service delivery contracts if appropriate to do so.

iii. It is noted in section 4 of the consultation paper that the intention is to strengthen the approach on how police forces can collaborate and that it is intended that the Police and Crime Commissioner will need to play a key role in this. Essex County Council fully supports this. It should also be considered  as an explicit duty

4. How might Commissioners best engage with their communities, individuals, businesses, and voluntary organisations at the neighbourhood level?

Responses

a. There are many existing and varied vehicles for engaging already in place in Essex, including Neighbourhood Action Panels (NAPs); some already working well and others beginning to become more effective. Whilst it should be an ongoing commitment to review the effectiveness of this engagement it should be considered to include a statutory duty on the Commissioner to actively encourage and develop these arrangements

b. The prospective candidates should be required to set out in their manifestos how they will undertake this work.

5. How can the Commissioner and the greater transparency of local information drive improvements in the most deprived and least safe neighbourhoods in their areas?

Responses

a. This depends on so many variables; for example are we trying to reduce crime or the fear of crime because perversely quite often it is the case that those from areas of highest crime have lower perception that crime is an issue in their area.

b. Again the issues of 3 Tier areas with Unitaries within the same Policing boundaries will require that there is a balance struck in terms of priorities for each authority’s most problematic areas compared with another etc. There is a risk that those communities that feel excluded (socially or geographically) will also be the most likely to benefit least in this scenario. Concern has been expressed as to how one individual can possibly develop a full understanding of the variety and complex nature of an area the size of Essex in an  equitable fashion. At the moment under the current arrangements the Police Authority in Essex is able to discharge this responsibility in a non political or partisan way. Care must be taken to ensure that the new arrangements do not detract from this position.

6. What information would help the public make judgements about their force and Commissioner, including the level of detail and comparability with other areas?

Response

a. Much information is now available and it may be that the level of detail is not the key issue in this respect. Often it is the softer side of response, such as knowing that offenders and victims have been dealt with and responded to appropriately, including being kept informed, that impacts most on the public’s view of organisations and services. 

Chapter 5, Tackling Crime Together:

19. What can government do to support the public to take more active role in keeping neighbourhoods safe?

Responses:

a. The community as watchful guardians is key to this and barriers can be down to a perception issue in reality, particularly in a place like Essex where Crime is relatively low. Information is key here as there may be a public perception that offenders are not being appropriately sentenced for their crimes and this in a sense may act as a barrier to more active public engagement. Perhaps more can be done to assuage public concerns on this by providing more clarity to the public on sentencing guidelines for courts on a whole range of offences; as well as reassurance by Police that offenders are being dealt with. This could be analysed at a local level to see how it has been applied.  In addition some additional clarity around protection from prosecution of citizens when intervening themselves in preventing crime could be encouraging for the public.

b. On a broader note there are good examples of communities and neighbourhoods using modern technology to effectively extend neighbourhood watch style schemes to keep each other informed, working in partnership with NAPs etc that could at the very least be used to demonstrate good practice.

c. Identifying how small local budgets can be established and utilised to support the work of local community groups in responding to crime and disorder issues in their  areas and to create clear line of communication around this.

20. How can the Government encourage more people to volunteer (including as specials) and provide necessary incentives to encourage them to stay?

Response:

a. More incentives for employers to encourage staff to become specials.

b. Possibility of developing a model to encourage those who are unemployed to become specials perhaps linked to a training campaign where such was related to benefits and qualifications improving employability. This may encourage those who benefit from this to continue as Specials or some other form of volunteering after they have gained employment again.

23. What needs to be done to simplify and improve community safety and criminal justice work locally?

a. One key issue here is the relationship between the Criminal Justice Board and other key partnerships which also have statutory roles such as Safer Essex and the local Community Safety Partnerships. There have been a number of examples of duplication of effort in responding to central government initiatives such as PPO for example that have led to some confusion. Therefore some kind of clarity on respective roles would be welcome or even a rationalisation of the number of bodies involved.
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