Presentation to Manchester Centre for Public Theology - Assistant Chief Constable Rob Taylor, Greater Manchester Police
Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today as part of your seminar series, which no doubt you are finding valuable.  Stephen Lowe advises me that an overall task of the series is to flesh out a theological account of the nature of human communities and what it means to work for the good of the community.  This strikes me as a worthy though lofty ambition and I only hope that in someway as I attempt to reflect on the matter of crime, disorder and punishment I can help to steer you successfully along that road rather than take you straight into the ditch!

The great Irish writer and wit Brendan Behan once wryly observed that ‘there is no situation so terrible that a police officer cannot make it worse’ – lets hope that this isn’t one such situation!.

Before I begin I must make some declarations :- 

As may be apparent I’m not an academic, indeed it’s a good quarter of a century since I took a very brief stroll in the groves of academe and such good that it did me has by now no doubt long since worn off.

I am definitely not a theologian; that is a discipline I’ve never attempted.

I was raised in the Anglican tradition but no longer practice.

That said I suspect that unconsciously, my outlook, values and identity have to some degree been influenced by the church as they were by my upbringing as the son of a police officer living in a police house on a housing estate in Warrington.

Now I know from these formative years that ethical dilemmas exist for the clergy around crime.  I’ll give you a quick personal example involving a heated debate I observed between the Vicar of my local church and my own father –  at the time a serving Detective Sergeant in Warrington and  regular churchgoer.

The debate [probably one of the oldest chestnuts around] involved the sanctity or confidentiality of the confessional in which the Vicar, apparently in possession of information regarding a murder enquiry, believed he had an ethical duty to respect confidentiality whilst predictably my father took the opposite view.  What the ultimate solution was I know not but it serves to spotlight the ethical dilemmas that exist.

Anyway– what of my credentials to speak on this subject?  Well…they are purely those of an honest practitioner of nearly 30 years police service in this great conurbation.  An Assistant Chief Constable for ten years; the Force’s lead on Criminal Justice for six years and Chairman of the Greater Manchester Local Criminal Justice Board for five.  That as you may find is quite long enough to befuddle any mind, but I suppose gives some justification to me offering my reflections on this topic.

My opinions I must stress are my own and not necessarily those of GMP or the GMLCJB.  The perspective I take, born of my own experience, is broader than simply that of a police officer.  My reflections range across social policy particularly as it affects policing, crime and disorder and the delivery of criminal justice and my thoughts focus around the criminal law, and the application of punishment through the criminal justice process.

The conclusion I draw is that from the standpoint of values and ethics, the way in which crime and disorder is managed and punishment applied should be done in such a way that is visible and wherever possible influenced by the diverse members of our local communities so that they are empowered stakeholders in the process and not mere passive bystanders.  In this way these processes and the practitioners operating them can act in a positive way promoting confidence and creating cohesive and strong communities.  This cannot be achieved by the Police or any other body in isolation - it must be a cohesive team effort and undoubtedly there is an imperative for faith groups of all kinds to be actively engaged for the good of our cities.

I’m sure that in theological terms this conclusion would chime true as I believe it does in current and emerging social policy.

Let me begin then by considering the linkage between crime and disorder, the delivery of appropriate punishment and cohesion within our communities. 

The incidence of crime and disorder is often used as a barometer to assess the ‘health’ of a community or neighbourhood; whilst punishment -  the penalty delivered for the commission of an offence [be it criminal or otherwise] -  is in essence the response of society to the violation by an individual of  one of its laws.

If the punishment meted out is perceived to be appropriate it can reinforce the values of the community and increase its cohesion.  It can act as a means of reducing the level of criminality and should be sufficient to prevent the aggrieved from seeking their own informal retribution.

Conversely if the punishment is perceived as inappropriate, either too harsh or too soft, it can act in precisely the opposite way and in the worst cases lead to major disorder and violence, and can encourage further crime and disorder.

Public perception and the related fear or confidence caused around these matters is highly important because confidence contributes towards the formation of cohesive strong empowered communities.  It is hardly surprising therefore that to an increasing degree the Government uses both the level of crime and the level of confidence as key indicators of the health or cohesiveness of communities.

Now if managing levels of crime and disorder is a difficult task, in my experience managing levels of confidence is far more difficult.  This is clearly because perception, is heavily influenced by a myriad of variables not least of which the headline chosen by the Editor of a tabloid newspaper or the ‘angle’ chosen by a TV Documentary Producer which in an instant can impact massively on fear and confidence within communities. No doubt you may conclude that there is fertile ground for a debate with those who control our media about what it means to work for the good of our cities.

So there is undoubtedly a powerful dynamic operating between the management of crime and disorder; the delivery of punishment and how this is perceived that impacts on social cohesion.  At the heart of the dynamic operate an array of social agencies, including the police and criminal justice agencies; this includes faith groups.

I’m not shy about admitting the complexity or depth of the challenge that this presents! 

There is no doubt either that the scale of the challenge faced in post modern 21st century Britain is far greater than it would have been say just 50 years ago.

Now I’m not suggesting we take a trip down nostalgia lane but we must recognise that change emanating from increasing wealth and the widening economic divide; the change in our industrial base; the boom in all forms of technology; the information age, world political dynamics and population mobility have all combined to make our cities massively more diverse and complex than ever before. This is a process that is continuing and making the opportunities for crime and the potential for disorder correspondingly greater.

Our society is now highly diverse and whilst this plainly is a positive opportunity it also creates a far more challenging environment in which to deliver justice.   What then are the implications in this for community?

There is I suppose a broad acceptance of the idea that a community is a group of people who hold something in common such as a set of ideas, interests, values or beliefs.  That said, in parts of our modern urban conurbations often the only feature in common is that a few human beings live in the same locality; beyond that they may never associate, be from widely different backgrounds and dramatically different cultural, religious and political outlooks.  The sense of alienation or anomie can be high and cohesion low.

I’m sure that it must be self evident that the task of managing crime and disorder and delivering appropriate punishment is relatively simpler within clearly defined communities where a much clearer consensus exists and a firmly held set of values prevails.  In such settings the members of the communities are more likely to have a shared acceptance of the law and the legitimacy of authority. 

In our modern cities diverse perspectives exist as to what is right and wrong; some willingly supporting the laws of the land and others rejecting them outright and adhering to their own codes and ethics. 

So assuming the accuracy of my analysis of the changing landscape over the last 50 years; how has our social policy changed during the same period in response. 

One obvious observation is the emergence post-war of an ever expanding and over lapping array of agencies each given new responsibility for delivering a service to the public.  There have certainly been some positive intended consequences such as improved health and welfare and generally improved educational standards.

However, in my view [for a period up until the early 1990’s] a negative unintended consequence emerged that being the removal of ownership of problem solving away from local people putting it into the hands of ‘specialists’; particularly so in more socially and economically deprived areas.  Another trend was for agencies to act in relative isolation – in effect in silos.

This trend was also evident in police and other criminal justice services.  Whilst over time professionalism and competence has increased there was nonetheless for a period  (up until the 1990s) a defacto, though unintended withdrawal of the ownership of issues from the heart of communities. Whilst the police tended to deal at a distance with the public via the ‘phone and the car, the courts have also tended over a period become theatres in which eloquent lawyers dealt with ever more complex and intractable sets of rules in resolving what once were fairly simple breaches of the law. 

Now the good news is that by the early 1990’s the dilemma had been recognised and had begun to be tackled in a structured and systematic way.  That said there is a long journey still to travel.

In my view the tide turned with the emergence of the Morgan Report in 1992 and the issuing of the Government’s New Localism Agenda, which highlighted the need for a partnership approach to tackle crime and disorder and the need for a local focus to empower and enable communities. The 1998 Crime And Disorder Act and the Local Government Act 2000 and 2002 gave rise to Local Authority based Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships to subsequently broader Local Strategic Partnerships of which many faith groups form a part.

In essence these developments acknowledge that it was impossible for the Police to be left in isolation to tackle crime and disorder, which was the product of social and economic factors.  Section 17 of the 1998 Act placed a statutory duty on Local Authorities and Public Agencies to prevent and reduce Crime and Disorder and in doing so to work in partnership with the Police and local people to publish strategies containing shared objectives and targets.

The emergence as well of Local Area Agreements and Local Area Partnerships have put in place a delivery engine clearly aligned to local neighbourhoods. The emergence also of the concept of agencies combining to build and sustain safer and more cohesive communities has provided a new focus reinforced by shared Public Service Agreement targets. 

Police reforms in parallel have given rise to the refocusing of core police activity onto local neighbourhoods enabling alignment with Local Area Partnerships.  This promotes one to one engagement between the Police, other public agencies and local people in the identification and resolution of problems.  It has begun to put ownership of how services are focussed into the hands of local people and increased the local accountability of agencies.

Partnership activity across Greater Manchester since the early 1990’s has constantly moved ahead of many other parts of the country and clearly remains at the forefront with the creation and deployment across all local partnerships of the so called GMAC Partnership Business Model (GMAC being an acronym for Greater Manchester Against Crime).  GMAC provides a model via which effective partnership delivery can take place.  It uses the principles of the Police National Intelligence Model.  A growing base of shared data has been formed, managed and scrutinised by a team of analysts which provides a regular ‘strategic assessment’ of local Crime and Disorder issues in each locality and across the conurbation as a whole and the intelligence to enable partners to be tasked to jointly tackle local problems.

So where in all this sits justice and punishment?

It is true to say that some Criminal Justice Agencies i.e. Police, CPS and Probation Y.O.T.s. have all since the late 1990’s to a greater or lesser extent been engaged in C.D.R.P.s.

However, some six years ago a Government white paper identified the Criminal Justice System to be in chronic failure – the gap between offences recorded and those successfully brought to justice progressively widening and confidence in the system declining.  At that point a wave of ongoing reform began.

CJ agencies have subsequently been required to co-ordinate delivery of action through Local Criminal Justice Boards linked to a National Board supported by the Office of Criminal Justice Reform.  Since its inception I have chaired the Greater Manchester Criminal Justice Board and we in turn have deployed Local Criminal Justice Groups at the Local Authority Level tasked to link to the CDRP.  We’ve had a very focussed agenda to increase the number of offences that get brought to justice and to increase public confidence in the local Criminal Justice system. 

In both we have delivered.

We have also acted as the local delivery arm for an ever expanding range of Criminal Justice Reform aimed to make the delivery of justice swifter and more efficient, to improve the enforcement of punishments such as fines and court orders and obviously to bring more offences to justice. 

However, in the context of this seminar a number of significant themes of reform have been undertaken.

The first is the drive to rebalance the CJ system towards meeting the needs of the victims and witnesses rather than predominantly those of the offender.

To meet this objective we have deployed Witness Care Units in all areas across Greater Manchester and work closely with charities such as Victim Support and Witness Service, to represent and support better their individual needs.  Witness rates of attendance at court, and confidence in the system, have both shown measurable improvements.  This is vital to the wellbeing of local communities in that people feel more confident and empowered to confront wrongdoing and to stand up and be counted.  We now also operate to the standards set out in a new Victim Charter.

The second is the introduction of ‘Community Justice’ – currently in a pilot form in Salford but intended for deployment across the whole of Greater Manchester. Community Justice is part of the Governments agenda to tackle anti-social behaviour and the crime associated with it.  The scheme brings the justice system and the local community together, with the purpose of solving problems, reducing crime and building confidence.  This involves the increasing use of community penalties and restorative forms of justice aimed to repair the harm done directly between the offender and the victim and to make the delivery of justice more visible to local people.

Community Justice complements broader initiatives aimed to increase community engagement and promote cohesion.  An example of how it operates may be found where local partnerships have organised so called neighbourhood walks during which members of public agencies go through the neighbourhoods with local people and ask them to identify issues undermining their confidence such as an alleyway full of graffiti and overgrown with brambles.  This information is then fed into the local community court so that the punishment meted out to a local offender is to spend supervised time in clearing out and repairing this alleyway. 

The result in essence gives Justice a sense of place, makes the punishment relevant and meaningful to local people, it gives those people a sense of empowerment and an increase in confidence.  Furthermore, and importantly it reinforces in the offender the values of the neighbourhood and is aimed to restore them as local citizens. 

Community Courts will in the future be deployed across Greater Manchester and local magistrates will have the opportunity to engage more in Local Area Partnerships to give justice a real sense of place.

Thirdly; we are introducing alternative new forms of disposal such as “Conditional Cautioning”; allowing the Police and CPS in suitable cases, [where an offender admits an offence and the victim is agreeable], to a formal caution being administered that has a condition attached generally including some form of reparation taking place such as the repair of damaged property or payment of compensation.

We are also moving towards using, in appropriate cases, restorative justice in which the victim and offender meet face to face, apologies are given, anger discharged and confidence restored.

I must emphasise of course that this occurs in appropriate and often low level cases. This does not remove or alter the role of justice in protecting society from the harm caused by dangerous criminals for whom prison serves as the only option.  The proper protection of the public is of course of paramount importance to the police.

That said with the creation of NOMS (the National Offender Management Service) and the deployment of a focussed partnership based strategy to deal with Persistent and Priority offenders, more structured attempts are being made through the vehicle of punishment not only to take retribution on behalf of society or to protect society but rather to intervene in a positive way to break the cycle of recidivism and to rehabilitate and resettle the offender as a citizen and positive member of the community. 

Under girding these elements of reform is a shared drive to improve confidence and to ensure the delivery of equality in our service to all sections of our diverse community.

I’m sure you will gather that in my view the tide has turned and that some very positive developments are occurring.  In policing and in the delivery of justice we are winning.

That said I don’t wish to give the impression that ‘all in the garden is rosy’ or that tension and difficulty does not remain, of course it does and I expect always will.

It is worth giving you a flavour of some of these dilemmas.

One of these is inevitably that of resources.  For agencies, individually or collectively, to maintain existing resources whilst seeking to introduce new and additional initiatives often in partnership, is costly.  Techniques such as restorative justice are relatively costly and labour intensive.  Huge efforts are made to make efficiency gains but there is no doubt that the competition between Ministries for scarce resources and with only limited investment in new approaches around crime and disorder and punishment is a massive challenge and tension that we must manage and overcome.

Another real tension is between the ‘need to protect’ society by imprisoning offenders so as to at last give some respite from their predations up against a lack of confidence that alternative non-custodial sentences such as community orders will actually work. This tension is fuelled by the predominant cultural view promulgated often by tabloid headlines and on occasion by politicians, that sentences are soft and that anything other than a spell in the “slammer” amounts to a failed sentence.

Another issue is that some have seen a lack of coherence between different aspects of government strategy and ministries operating in silos.  You may wish to consider whether this has been a valid criticism.  There is also concern though I don’t personally share it, in some quarters regarding the effect of new disposals such as Antisocial Behaviour Orders and Fixed Penalty Notices; that they serve to bring into the hands of the CJ system individuals who otherwise wouldn’t have been there.

Another very contemporary issue that we must face is to understand and deal with the impact of splitting up of the Home Office and the creation of the Ministry of Justice.  Will the positioning of the police under the purview of the Home Office and other CJ agencies under the Ministry of Justice work well – time will tell. 

I have read the document “Faithful Cities: a call for celebration, vision and justice” (2006) and have subsequently read the recent publications regarding the vision for the Ministry of Justice and the new “Penal Policy - a background paper” (2007).  If you have not yet had the chance to read these then do so as I expect you will find a degree of synergy between the values and aspirations expressed in these documents.  A question you may then wish to consider though, is how great is the gap between the published strategic aspirations and the reality of delivery on the ground and what is the role of faith groups in this regard.

I hope you have found my reflections to be of value.  There are I’m afraid numerous other issues that I could have brought into play but unfortunately time prohibits it.

The conclusion I draw is that the way in which crime and disorder is managed and punishment applied can be a positive tool in building social cohesion.  Wherever possible it should be transparent and influenced by the diverse members of our local communities so that they are empowered stakeholders in the process and not mere passive bystanders.  This will promote confidence and cohesion.  This process must be a cohesive team effort between people with a set of shared values and objectives.  Undoubtedly there is an imperative for faith groups of all kinds to be actively engaged for the good of our cities.
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