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Discussions also focused on the appearance of police stations and the
potential for them to be made more aesthetically pleasing. It was
anticipated that in the future, and depending on the security situation,
the ‘softening’ of the police stations was something that all police officers
would welcome:

We are working towards defortifying the police stations…but it is a long process.
Look at Coleraine and Newcastle, such a difference, again the security situation
impacts on this process (PSNI representative - Strategic).

There was also a view that overall the organisation had become very
bureaucratic, and there was a danger that it could become entrenched
with procedures, forms and a paranoia to be accountable. On the other
hand, one officer noted that, in response to the legacy of the past and the
accusations made against policing, being open and accountable is
necessary:

I think that one of our greatest defences now is that we are very transparent
(PSNI representative - Strategic).

This is the only way to develop the confidence for communities from
both Loyalist and Republican areas to engage openly with the police. It
is a two way process, the police cannot deliver on their roles and
responsibilities without the support and participation of local
communities, and local communities cannot address issues of concern
around crime and community safety without the resources, knowledge
and skills of the police.

One officer summed it up best when they talked about contemporary
policing within the context of policing in the last thirty years. There have
been so many significant changes, and there will continue to be
improvements:

There have been so many improvements in recent years. After the ceasefires we
were walking around with the army with up to sixteen squaddies, from then it
went to about six with us on the beat, now it is just a couple of officers (PSNI
representative - Operational).

On reflection the future of policing will be shaped by the strength of the
relationships cultivated by the police at the community level, and the
degree of confidence the community has in working in partnership with
the police to address their issues of community safety and crime.

Police Officers’ Views
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Police Officers’ Views

Summary

The police have undergone a number of structural, operational and more
importantly organisational changes in the last decade. Considering their
role throughout the conflict and the injuries and loss of life experienced
by the police it has proved an emotive and sensitive period in their
history. However, there was an acknowledgement that the police had to
change and adapt to the new social and political climate evident within
Northern Ireland. Post-ceasefire policing is very different to policing
during the conflict. There is a stronger emphasis on building and
sustaining relationships and forging new partnerships with communities
and different statutory agencies. However, there was also a realisation
that this was to take place within the context of decreasing resources,
increased community expectations, and continued threats and attacks
from dissident Republicans and elements from within Loyalist
communities.

It was apparent that the police recognised the need to develop positive
working partnerships in the community. They understood the
importance of the existing community-based initiatives and programmes
and these appeared compatible with the workings of the formal criminal
justice system. However, these partnerships were relatively new and still
in their infancy. The boundaries between the community’s ownership of
community safety programmes and initiatives and the role of the PSNI
has yet to be established or more importantly tested. What is clear is that
there is a realisation from the police that they alone do not hold the key
to addressing criminality and anti-social behaviour. Instead a multi-
agency approach with strong community participation is necessary for
dealing and responding to these incidents.

There was a degree of criticism of the DPPs and the overall impact they
had in supporting the police. There was some confusion around the role
of DPPs and whether their emphasis was on consultation with
communities, facilitation between communities and the police, or
monitoring the police against their policing plans. Generally, the police
welcomed the rationale for implementing DPPs but ultimately indicated
that their true potential was being restricted because of public apathy
towards them. It was noted that since Sinn Féin had taken their places on
the DPP that attendance at several public meetings had increased, but
again their contribution to local policing issues had yet to be evaluated.

The new relationships with the Republican community were welcomed,
although it was noted the potential impact this community would have
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on existing capacity and resources. The police often referred to the lack
of resources and there was a hint of hesitancy from officers about
meeting these communities’ expectations while their numbers continue
to decrease. Discussions on the implementation and delivery of
community policing received mixed responses. It became apparent that
at a strategic level it was not receiving enough support or direction.
Communities were keen for engagement and discussions to take place,
but it appeared that organisationally community policing was too often
sacrificed for more measurable targets.

Police Officers’ Views
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District Policing Partnerships

7. District Policing Partnerships

The following section documents the main findings from discussions
with independent members of District Policing Partnerships along with
Northern Ireland Policing Board Members.

District Policing Partnerships (DPPs) are a partnership between the
district councillors and representatives of the local community for the
purpose of monitoring the effectiveness of policing in that local area.
There are nineteen members of a DPP, ten of whom are from political
parties, and nine are independent members. There are twenty-six DPPs in
Northern Ireland that reflect the number of district council areas. DPPs
are responsible for consulting and engaging with communities in
relation to developing local policing plans; monitoring the performance
of the police in carrying out the policing plan; and acting as a general
forum for discussion and consultation on local matters impacting on the
policing of the district. The DPPs were reconstituted in April 2008 with
elected members of Sinn Féin finally taking their places on the
partnerships.

The Northern Ireland Policing Board (NIPB), established in 2001, is an
independent public body made up of nineteen members, ten of whom
are from political parties and nine are independent members. The key
role of the Board is to hold the Chief Constable to account; oversee
complaints against senior police officers; secure an effective and efficient
local police service; consult widely with local people about the policing
of their area; establish police priorities and targets for police
performance; and monitor everything the police do and how well they
perform against targets set by the Board.

A number of themes emerged from the discussions with members of the
NIPB along with elected and independent members of the DPP in Belfast
that have been outlined below. As part of the research the author also
attended four public DPP meetings in November 2007. These meetings
took place in North, South, East and West Belfast. The meeting in West
Belfast was the first public DPP meeting involving Sinn Féin as active
participants and was symbolically held in a leisure centre off the Falls
Road.

These meetings provided the author with an opportunity to experience
first hand the level of community interest in the DPPs, along with the
types of issues and concerns residents were raising with their local police.
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The role of a DPP

There was a general consensus from both independent and elected
members that the concept of the DPPs was viewed as positive in
developing relationships between local communities and the police, and
to further instil confidence in the new policing structures that had been
developed following the Patten Report:

I think that it is a positive move to allow politicians and lay people to engage
directly with the police on their own local issues (DPP Independent).

One respondent was quick to acknowledge the impact of the DPPs and
how they were instrumental in facilitating communication and dialogue
between local communities and the police:

The position of being on the DPP has meant that I have been able to react
positively to community disputes and issues that have the potential to
escalate…I have brokered talks between the police and local community which
has addressed their concerns and prevented rumour-mongering (DPP
Independent).

Initial discussions revealed that there were a number of elements linked
to the DPP. One related to actual members of DPPs and their perceived
roles and duties, while the second focused on the general public’s
perception and knowledge of DPPs. According to a number of
interviewees there was often a degree of confusion as to their role in their
partnership between facilitating relationships between the police and
local communities, and on the other hand holding the police to account:

There are DPP members who don’t even see their role as developing
engagement…they expect the management staff to go out and consult with
groups, but that’s not their role (DPP Independent).

Discussions revealed that the concept of ‘community consultation’
caused a degree of difficulty in that different members interpreted it in
very different ways. There were some who indicated that as there were
political representatives on the partnership, then they automatically
represented the views of the community. Other independent members
were of the persuasion that it was the responsibility of the DPP to go into
the community, engage and debate with local residents and provide a
service for people to discuss their issues and concerns around policing.
Their major concern centred on who were the appropriate people to
consult with:



It is the members of the DPPs responsibility to be out engaging with, and
speaking with communities, but the difficulty I suppose from a DPP point of
view is who are the people that you are supposed to consult with? (DPP
Independent).

There was also a degree of frustration from one interviewee surrounding
the actual impact DPP members were having in engaging with local
communities. It was implied that DPPs conduct ‘tick box’ exercises set
down by the NIPB, but in reality these do very little to monitor the
effectiveness the DPPs are having in relation to facilitating relationships
between local communities and the police:

A number of the structures at the moment are centred around producing a
consultation report; an annual report; holding four meetings per year…now you
can do all those things, but when it comes to ‘did each individual member go
out and knock on doors, go out to community centres and give presentations,
talk to people, introduce themselves as a DPP member and try and get people
to understand what their role is…then the answer would be no’ (DPP
Independent).

Questions were raised as to the monitoring of DPPs and whether the
NIPB were aware of the issues/concerns around the lack of involvement
of certain individual members in actively engaging with communities
around policing. The current monitoring of DPPs was criticised along
with a perceived distancing between DPPs and the NIPB:

The NI Policing Board know that we have members who aren’t fulfilling that
(aspect of engaging with communities) but they are not rectifying it…and the
structures that they have at the moment around monitoring are so weak that
there is no control of them (DPP Independent).

It should be noted that all of the interviewees provided examples of
community engagement and initiatives where there was facilitation
between the police and the community. These included incidents where
members attended workshops with youth providers and organisations that
supported older members of the community. Other instances that were
recalled included DPP members that had attended community functions
and school events and highlighted the role of the DPP and encouraged
communities to develop positive relationships with the police.

However, there was a degree of frustration from some independent
members around the productivity and commitment of elected members
in relation to consulting with the community. The reality according to a
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number of Independent members was that elected members were often
reluctant to engage in community initiatives or participate in programmes
aimed at promoting the roles and responsibilities of the DPP. There was
no apparent reason attributed for this lack of commitment expressed by
elected members, and it is important not to generalise, but the
independent members’ experiences were ones of disengagement.

Public perceptions of DPPs

There was a strongly held view from a number of interviewees that the
public were largely unaware of the DPPs and their position within the
context of policing and justice:

A lot of young people probably don’t even know that the DPP exists, and who
they are, and what they are supposed to be doing (DPP Independent).

It was argued that the NIPB point to independent surveys highlighting
the large percentage of people who claim to know and understand what
is meant by a DPP. The most recent NIPB survey indicated that 76 per
cent of respondents had heard of DPPs (NIPB, 2008). However, several
interviewees disagreed and felt that only a minority of the public
understood their role, and more importantly, how to access them.
Interestingly, Hamilton et al (2003) in a survey of over one thousand
young people concluded that 77 per cent had not heard of a DPP.
Although this research was conducted five years ago, it was not a postal
survey and highlights the significant apathy shown by young people to
DPPs. This along with anecdotal evidence led many to indicate that there
needed to be more done to draw attention to their role:

There needs to be a more concerted effort to inform the public of our role and
the benefits we can offer in relation to facilitating relationships between the
police and community (DPP Elected member).

Elected and independent members noted that they constantly had to
explain their role and position in relation to policing to members of the
public. There was confusion from communities as to the powers
associated with the DPP, with a number of respondents recalling
incidents where they were mistaken for both being members of the
police and the Police Ombudsman’s Office.

Member attendance

A common theme from independent DPP members focused on the
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attendance rates of those members from a political party. There was a
general consensus that a number of political members had poor
attendance records at both public and private meetings. Furthermore, on
the occasions that they did attend meetings, some stayed for a limited
time and then left:

There are supposed to be trigger points that notify when attendance is poor…last
year there was one political member attended something like one out of twenty
meetings…but they are still on the DPP, something is not working (DPP
Independent).

A further independent member noted that on occasions there was a sense
that the elected members, regardless of their political background, would
take the side of fellow politicians against independent members. There
was a chasm between elected and independents on different topics:

There was a sense that they resented us (independent members) being on the
DPPs. That we were not intelligent enough, or couldn’t contribute positively to
debates (DPP Independent).

Representatives from the NI Policing Board were aware of this issue and
noted that:

Attendance of members is something that we are very aware of; we have
received records from DPP managers and it is something that we aim to address
(Policing Board).

Table 2 highlights the percentage of public and private meetings attended
by both elected and independent members of the Belfast Partnership.
They clearly show that there is a significant difference between members,
with independents attending at least twice as many meetings as their
elected counterparts.

Table 2 Belfast DPP Members Attendance at Meetings in Public and
Private Meetings of the Principal Partnership and its Four Sub-Groups
2005-2007

2005-2006 2006-2007
Elected Members 33% 41%
Independent Members 82% 80%

One respondent noted that although attendance was important it was
also crucial that those members that were present at meetings actively
contributed:
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There was one member who attended every single meeting, they didn’t speak,
they didn’t contribute, they didn’t monitor or consult, what use is that? (DPP
Independent).

There is no doubting the discrepancy in attendance figures between
elected and independent members in the Belfast DPP. According to
independent members this apparent level of commitment from elected
members to the process was both frustrating and illustrated a lack of
engagement in the policing debate. This was one of the major criticisms
from independent members because several had expected more from the
elected members. They were under the impression that they had the skills,
capacity and experience to challenge the police, stimulate community
interest in policing issues and offer guidance to the independents.
However, this was not the case and they found themselves on numerous
sub-groups and conducting substantial pieces of DPP work, with little
support from political representatives.

Sinn Fein Participation

Discussions turned to the impact of Sinn Féin taking their places on the
DPPs and NIPB. Their arrival was welcomed, and it was anticipated that
they would bring a fresh impetus to the public and private meetings:

Of course they will question more, ask questions…as a result existing members
will have to challenge more. It will be interesting to take the policing debate into
communities that have never engaged formally with the police (DPP
Independent).

It was also interesting to note that other interviewees maintained that
although Sinn Féin were now engaged in the policing debate, their
participation would not guarantee the future safety of police or DPP
members. They acknowledged that there remained a calculated threat
from dissident Republicans who would continue to attempt to derail the
political stability through attacks against elements of the criminal justice
system:

Sinn Féin is on board and there are still incidents of DPPs being threatened,
there are still security risks, the police are still being targeted…so anybody who
thought that the minute Sinn Féin came on board that all of that was going to
stop was living in cloud cuckoo land (DPP Independent).

Along with the recognition of Sinn Féin’s movement in relation to
policing, there was a degree of caution with respect to Loyalist
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communities. One interviewee realised the benefits of having Sinn Féin
within the policing debate, influencing policy and questioning decisions
for all communities. However, they were concerned that as Republican
communities would grow and possibly embrace new programmes and
initiatives around policing and community safety, Loyalist communities
would instead regress, become more insular and refrain from
participating or establishing new relationships with police and criminal
justice organisations:

It is remarkable that they (Republicans) have come so far…within the next two
years I think that you are going to see a very confident Republican community
dealing with policing…my worry is that Loyalist communities will not
participate in the same way (DPP Independent).

There was general agreement that at this stage assessing the impact of
Sinn Féin officially engaging and participating with the criminal justice
system would prove difficult. Only a couple of months had passed, and
the true test could only be examined after at least a year.

Violence, intimidation and threats

Discussions centred on the potential dangers associated with being a
member of a DPP, and whether this would be an influence in continuing
to engage and work within the criminal justice system. Independent and
elected members of DPPs have in the past been threatened for their
involvement in policing issues. A number of members have been
intimidated, received bullets in the post and had property damaged.
These incidents have for the most part been associated with either
mainstream or dissident Republicans (BBC News, 15.09.03). However,
Loyalists have also been involved in issuing threats, usually in
association with parading disputes (BBC News, 19.06.04). It was noted
that in the last five years threats against members of DPPs had
significantly diminished. One interviewee felt this was the result of
stability in the criminal justice system, and the advent of Sinn Féin
‘signing up to policing’.

There continue to be areas within Northern Ireland that do not wish to
engage, or develop meaningful relationships, with the police or the
DPPs. One such area, the Markets in South Belfast, was the location for
a DPP meeting on 28th November 2007. The meeting was unable to
proceed as a result of a demonstration in the community centre that was
to be the venue for the public meeting (BBC News, 20.11.07). There were
heated discussions between members of the community and the DPP,
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with the demonstrators indicating that the meeting was being forced
upon them without prior consultation. It was interesting to note that a
senior Sinn Féin MLA in attendance was continually heckled and called
a traitor. This incident illustrated the deep resentment among some
within the Republican community to Sinn Féin’s engagement with the
police and the criminal justice system. The episode also provided an
illustration of the community’s negative perceptions of the police, with
shouts of ‘SS RUC’ and ‘Loyalist death squads’ echoing around the centre.
It is important to note that it was difficult to determine whether these
protestors were representative of the entire local community. However,
discussions with one demonstrator indicated that this group felt let
down by Sinn Féin, and ostracised from the wider Republican
community because they continued to reject existing state forces.

Public meetings

A significant part of the discussions examined the current method of
engaging local communities through public meetings. There were mixed
responses as to whether they were the most practical and encouraging
system of involving the public in the workings of the DPP. A number of
interviewees were of the view that the meetings were very adversarial,
enshrined in procedures and were not flexible enough to address the
needs of local communities, who often wanted to raise very specific
concerns:

I am not too sure that the mechanisms employed through the current DPPs in
terms of having public meetings, are the proper methods to encourage local
people to come along and air their views (DPP Independent).

However, it became apparent that for some DPP members, the meetings
should be more strategic and not become ‘talking shops’ for local
residents who see the public meetings as an opportunity to criticise the
police. It was clear that there was a delicate balance between dealing with
local community-based issues and wider issues of policing in general:

They should not focus on the micro-issues…and provide a platform for
individuals to lambast the police for their lack of response to a particular
incident (DPP Independent).

There was a general consensus that public meetings had not been well
attended. There had been numerous occasions that meetings throughout
Northern Ireland involved no members of the public attending.
According to the Belfast Telegraph (12.06.07) between 2003 and 2006
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there were eleven meetings without a single member of the public in
attendance. On the other hand, if there was a significant issue, this often
provided the catalyst for large attendances. Significantly, these issues
often referred to parading disputes. It was suggested that although public
meetings were not overly well attended, the fact that they were taking
place was a measure of their success, they provided an opportunity to
monitor and hold the police to account in a safe and transparent
manner.

It was noted on a number of occasions that topics around policing and
criminal justice can be extremely boring to people who have either no
interest in the subject matter or have no grievances with the police, and
therefore significant turnouts at public meetings should not be expected.
It was interesting to note that several interviewees felt that now Sinn Féin
were part of the DPPs that larger numbers would attend the public
meetings:

Sinn Féin have come on board they’re bringing a section of the community that
were not engaging with policing previously (DPP Independent).

This was evident at the recent DPP meeting in West Belfast in November
2007 (An Phoblacht, 06.12.07). This was the first DPP meeting held on
the Falls Road that involved the local community and representatives
from the local police district. Although there was a small peaceful protest
outside the meeting by the Irish Republican Socialist Party the meeting
was attended by approximately 200 local residents, and passed off
without incident. In recent months public demonstrations against DPP
public meetings have significantly diminished.

PSNI

A further development was the relationship between the DPP and the
police. For the most part interviewees indicated that this was positive and
that the police were more than willing to provide information, respond
to specific queries and establish working relationships. However, there
were those who felt the police were simply participating in a ‘tick box’
exercise and participating because they had to, not because they wanted
to or could see any benefits:

The police I do not think have engaged sufficiently with DPPs…they have
bypassed them…they realise that due to legislation that they have to engage
with them but only cause they have to (DPP Independent).
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There was a perception that the police often viewed the DPPs as an
afterthought, and did not see them as having an integral role in
developing and facilitating partnerships within the community. To some
extent this was not viewed as a direct criticism of the police, but more of
government and the NIPB. The role of the DPP was not simply to hold
the police to account and monitor their actions. The respondents felt that
DPPs had a unique opportunity to complement the work of the police,
develop new links into the community, and create an environment
where policing could be debated in an open and transparent manner.
However, they maintained that this view was not being reciprocated by
the police:

If tomorrow there’s a new piece of legislation that said the police had to meet
say a women’s group four times a year, then they would build it into their
plans…but they are not going to change how they conduct their job (DPP
Independent).

This concern of the level of commitment from the police to the DPPs was
countered by other interviewees who recognised the significant
contribution that the police had made in both making themselves more
accountable and building partnerships with specific hard to reach
groups.

Managing community expectations

One interesting finding centred around the idea of having to educate
communities about the role of the police. According to a number of
interviewees there was limited knowledge on the powers and resources of
the police. Many, especially those from Nationalist/Republican
communities had never experienced policing within a ‘normal’ context
therefore they had specific perceptions and expectations of the criminal
justice system. A large number of communities had been governed by
paramilitary organisations, and as such had lived within the context of an
informal justice system. The realities of the formal system are very different:

You now have communities that are having to deal with issues around drug
dealers and anti-social behaviour…it is very different how policing and our
judicial system can deal with those people in comparison to a paramilitary
coming round, threatening and putting a gun to someone’s
kneecap…Communities are going to get frustrated…they are going to expect
that as soon as they report someone for breaking the law that the police are
going to come down, lift them, then arrest them and eventually they will go to
court, but that doesn’t happen (DPP Independent).
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The discussions revealed that one key legacy of the conflict was an
expectancy that the police would deliver and respond to every individual
incident. Security budgets and resources had been significantly higher
than in England and Wales, which meant that previously the police were
in a position to respond to the majority of call-outs. However, since the
reform of the policing and criminal justice systems there has been a
considerable decrease in the numbers of police officers and other security
personnel:

There used to be more people to deliver the service, this has raised
expectations…people remember the visible police presence ten years ago, that
just don’t exist anymore (DPP Independent).

It became apparent that there was an onus on all areas of the criminal
justice system to inform communities of the realities of policing.
Interviewees noted that through their discussions with community
groups and local residents there was a large degree of anger and
frustration with the local police. There were complaints around response
times, attitudes at crime scenes and a general sense of disengagement
with the entire criminal justice system:

I think under the old policing system we were spoiled and we expected the police to
respond to every incident, they might not have been able to do anything but the fact
was they came…now they are having to prioritise call-outs and our expectations
are greater I think than the police can deliver on (DPP Independent)

Interestingly respondents were asked whether they felt communities in
the future may request a return to the times when paramilitary type
organisations would administer quick and responsive justice. There was
a general consensus that this was not something that was currently being
voiced in the communities, but they could not discount a change in
attitudes in the future.

Role of the Criminal Justice System

There were a number of points raised by interviewees around the role of
the judiciary, with specific attention placed on the sentencing of
offenders. In recent years the media have been quick to highlight lenient
sentencing and minimal bail conditions for repeat offenders. According
to one interviewee the public were associating the wider criminal justice
system with the police, and were subsequently reflecting any frustration
or anger they had with prosecuting or sentencing upon them:
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There is a perception that the judiciary is not doing enough…while you have
the police performing their duties and doing their job, if they are going to be let
down by the judiciary, it will reflect badly on the police (DPP Independent).

This was a recurring theme throughout the discussions with the PPS and
other elements of the criminal justice system such as the Prison Service
and the judiciary coming under strong criticism. In part this was a result
of a lack of knowledge or information surrounding the decision-making
process in relation to the prosecuting and/or sentencing of offenders. The
general public felt distant and unattached with these sections of the
criminal justice system:

Even when the police do get them, they still have the PPS deciding to reject files
and not to prosecute…or when they do they get to court and the judge gives
someone a slap on the wrist and they are back out laughing at the community
(DPP Elected).

In recent months DPP members had been inundated with queries
around the sentencing of offenders. According to several interviewees
there was a recognisable need to develop stronger relationships between
the different agencies of the criminal justice system and possibly facilitate
discussions within the community that highlight the roles and
responsibilities of each particular agency.

Community Safety Partnerships

Interviewees were asked whether they felt that there was replication
around roles and responsibilities between DPPs and Community Safety
Partnerships (CSP.). There was a general consensus that within the
context of policing and community safety there was merit in
amalgamating both partnerships. Currently, the DPPs have limited
resources to fund programmes around developing partnerships between
the community and the police. However, Community Safety Partnerships
have a significantly larger budget for these types of initiatives:

It’s OK asking the DPP to engage with the police and communities in the
prevention of crime…but you need to put the resources in…our budget
compared to Community Safety is peanuts (DPP representative).

Discussions with a Community Safety Partnership representative indicated
that it was not impossible for the two partnerships to potentially merge in
the future, as it did not make sense for both bodies to have similar roles
and responsibilities leading to incidents of replication. The Crime
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Reduction Partnerships in England were highlighted as a possible model
for the future amalgamation of the partnerships to adopt. It is interesting
to note that the Review of the Criminal Justice System in Northern Ireland
(2000) concluded that as policing was an important aspect of community
safety then DPPs and CSPs should be replaced with single Community
Safety and Policing Partnerships, chaired by local authority elected
members. However, this recommendation was not accepted and a dual
system of partnerships was adopted.

Community relationships

Attempts were made to gain an understanding of the different methods
that could potentially facilitate relationships between the police and the
community. All of the interviewees indicated support for Community
Police Support Officers (similar to those implemented in England and
Wales from 2003) they perceived them as an extra resource to support the
police in developing partnerships with the community. They were viewed
as complementary to the regular police service:

The key with introducing them in Northern Ireland is making sure that they are
actually building up contacts in the local community…helping local groups,
engaging and supporting the regular police officers (DPP Independent).

The NI Policing Board acknowledged that there was willingness to
implement CPSOs, however resource issues have continued to hinder
their development within Northern Ireland. The Board points to their
possible future role in supporting the police, establishing links within
communities and providing a high visibility and reassurance to
communities using a problem-solving approach to tackling quality of life
issues. It is interesting to note that recent media attention has indicated
that CPSOs will not be implemented in Northern Ireland for the
foreseeable future due to a shortfall in the policing budget (Belfast
Telegraph 19.05.08).

The NIPB reiterated the importance of developing relationships between
the police and communities. They illustrated this by discussing an
innovative idea around implementing community policing within a small
town setting (NIPB, 07.12.07), the idea being that the local police would
occupy an agreed amount of space in a new community centre to provide
local policing in that area. It was envisaged that the police could develop
partnerships and become an integral part of the local community. The idea
has been driven by the local community, and involves a partnership with
the police and the NIPB.
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The NIPB also pointed out the development of their Community
Engagement Strategy (2008) with the aims of developing new
relationships with particular hard to reach groups and highlighting the
role of the Board. The Strategy headed up by the Sinn Féin MLA Alex
Maskey is conducting a number of consultations and discussion groups
with young people, minority ethnic groups, older people and lesbian and
gay, bisexual, and transgender groups. Furthermore, it is anticipated that
through engagement they will be in a position to enhance the influence
they have over communities on policing, and provide the Board with an
opportunity to explore the specific needs of the community.

One area that several interviewees felt may inhibit developing
partnerships with the community centred on the current structure and
appearance of police stations. They were of the opinion that they did not
encourage people to actively engage with the police, even in non-policing
matters. As one respondent commented on their local police station:

It is physically intimidating. There is nothing that is going to make you go in
casually…everything is to keep you out of it. People are not going to simply walk
in and pass on information (DPP Independent).

According to the NIPB the ‘softening’ of police stations is a particular
area that they have been examining, and point to examples such as
Coleraine and Newcastle where existing police stations have been made
more aesthetically pleasing. It was also noted that the security situation
dictates the time frame for reducing the security barricades at police
stations, and while there is a credible threat from dissident Republicans
(Belfast Telegraph 07.02.08), the organisation has a duty of care to its
officers. Interestingly the final report from the Office of the Oversight
Commission, which was responsible for assessing whether the
recommendations from the Patten Report had been implemented,
concluded that although the softening of police stations and the removal
of fortifications had begun it was occurring at a very slow pace (Office of
the Oversight Commissioner, Report 19, 2007).

Summary

The DPP members, both independent and elected, highlighted the
potential positive role that the partnerships could have in relation to
developing relationships between the police and local communities.
However, there was an acknowledgement that the majority of the general
public were unsure of the roles and responsibilities of a DPP member.
This was reflected in the poor attendance at the majority of public
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meetings. There had been recorded instances where no members of the
public attended the meetings.

Independent members noted that it was the responsibility of DPPs to
essentially inform the public of their role, and facilitate engagement with
the police. There was a degree of criticism from several members around
the amount of engagement and interaction with communities that DPPs
actually participated in. There were a number of examples of good
practice mentioned but it became apparent that engagement and
facilitating relationship building between the public and police was not
viewed as a crucial element of the DPPs by a number of members.

A further criticism of the DPPs from the independent members centred
on the attendance and contribution of a number of elected
representatives of the partnerships. There was a general consensus that
they were not supporting the process or contributing in a positive and
meaningful manner. Questions were raised as to the role of the NIPB in
managing and monitoring the roles of the DPPs. There did not appear to
be adequate monitoring of members’ attendance at public and private
meetings. Nor were there appropriate mechanisms in place to assess the
impact DPPs were having in both monitoring the PSNI at a local level,
but more importantly facilitating relationships between the community
and the police. Several members also questioned the willingness of the
PSNI to engage with DPPs. A number of members had experiences where
the police appeared not to be interested in the benefits of DPPs and
viewed them as a hindrance and an obstacle to policing.

110

District Policing Partnerships



111

8. Discussion

The research has provided the opportunity to offer a comprehensive
account of Republican and Loyalist communities’ and PSNI’s experiences of
the new dispensation of policing in this post-conflict society. We are
eighteen months into this era, and it is clear that there are a number of
issues and concerns prevalent within both communities and the PSNI. The
following section will attempt to draw out the main implications that
emerged from the discussions with Loyalists, Republicans and the PSNI and
provide an analysis of the future direction of policing within the current
climate. From the outset the findings revealed the deep-rooted sensitivities
that continue to surround the area of policing and justice. However, it was
evident that all of the main protagonists recognised both the symbolic and
practical benefits of having a police service that is endorsed by all of the
political parties and is acceptable to the majority of local communities. Ten
years after the signing of the Agreement there was a realisation that the
acceptance and legitimisation of the policing service was a significant event
within the context of the Troubles.

Key components

In analysing the research findings it became apparent that there are three
key elements responsible for the successful implementation of the
community policing programme. Republicans, Loyalists and the police
have all undergone significant changes in recent years in adapting to a new
social and political environment. The Republican community, Loyalist
community and PSNI were the central figures during this new chapter for
policing and justice in Northern Ireland. They have each viewed and
internalised the policing reform process in very different ways.
Furthermore, the process of reform and its subsequent impact has been
extremely difficult for sections within each of these groups to take on
board. However, although each of the groups has approached the policing
and justice debate very differently there appears to be one underlying factor
that has been consistent within each of the groups, namely the legacy of
the past. Memories, attitudes, perceptions and identities in relation to
policing were governed very much by the Troubles, and as a result each
group interpreted policing and what it represented very differently.

PSNI

The lead agency in the implementation of a successful community
policing programme is the PSNI. The policing structures in Northern
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Ireland have undergone monumental changes in the last decade.
However, it is important to note that police reform is not a concept
simply synomonous with Northern Ireland. There are a number of
examples of countries reforming their policing structures. These included
the Balkans as a result of ethnic conflict (Peake, 2004); South Africa as
part of the political and social reform process (Brewer, 1994); and
Belgium after a number of scandals that highlighted organisational
incompetence (Maesschalck, 2002).

With respect to Northern Ireland there has been a general consensus that
the police reform process has been a success. Delegations from numerous
jurisdictions throughout the world have attended briefings in Northern
Ireland outlining the significant changes that emerged from the reform
process. Specific attention is constantly placed on the transparency of the
organisation and the comprehensive accountability mechanisms to
monitor the delivery of its roles and responsibilities. The reform process
along with the successful implementation of these changes in a transitional
society emerging from thirty years of violence cannot be understated.
Several countries have attempted processes of police transformation and
failed, including post-communist Russia (Pustintsev, 2000); Hungary and
Lithuania (Koci, 1998); and Bosnia-Herzegovina (Dominique, 2003).

The discussions with the PSNI representatives were very illuminating and
touched on the difficulties that many within the organisation had during
the reform process. They highlighted the complex nature of policing
along with the problems they have encountered attempting to meet the
communities’ expectations against a backdrop of reduced capacity and
resources, with increased budget cuts. The whole concept of community
policing was discussed with mixed views on its impact and more
importantly its position within the strategic framework of the PSNI.
Those engaging in community policing recognised the benefits of
developing partnerships with local groups and maintaining an
environment where observing and engaging with the police was a
normal community activity. However, there was also a degree of concern
as to how much support at the higher levels of the organisation
community policing was receiving. Similar to any major corporation the
PSNI is measured on productivity and results. Figures, percentages and
performance ratings dictate policing agendas and influence the
allocation of resources and unfortunately the successes attributed to
community policing are very difficult to measure.

There did not appear to be any difference in how the PSNI engaged with
Republican or Loyalist communities. There was a concern from dissident
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threats in certain Republican areas, but this was not viewed as a
significant factor in limiting the police’s ability to deliver a positive
service. There was a realisation that existing community safety
programmes at the local level had proved successful in facilitating
relationships. Furthermore, there did not appear to be reluctance from
the PSNI to establishing working partnerships with ex-combatants. There
were emotional and sensitive issues associated with this element of
policing, but it was widely recognised that these individuals continued to
have a degree of support and influence within their respective
communities. It was crucial to include these individuals and groups in
policing initiatives and programmes so that the wider community
witnessed the engagement and followed their lead.

The threat from dissidents was noted as a factor in the ability of the PSNI
to provide a more ‘normalised’ sense of policing in relation to their
uniform, transport and the appearance of police stations. It has been
recognised that attempts have been made to visually soften some
stations, remove body armour and provide bicycles and high visibility
cars. However, these improvements were very much dictated by the
security threat. It was also noted that many of these changes to policing
were more likely to occur in more affluent, middle class areas of
Northern Ireland and not in Loyalist and Republican working class areas.

Republican community

Discussions with members of the Republican community focused on
two central themes. Firstly, the negative perceptions of policing, the
persecutions experienced by their community and the discriminatory
police practice in operation during the Troubles. The second theme was
more complex and centred on the symbolic meaning of Republicans
endorsing a police service under a devolved government in Northern
Ireland. Historically, the community has been loathe to engage with the
police as a result of negative experiences, community pressure or fear
from the paramilitaries. This created a vacuum of policing and justice
that was filled by Republican paramilitaries and more recently by
community-based initiatives and restorative justice programmes.

These projects and organisations have been at the forefront in facilitating
relationships and creating partnerships between the local community
and the PSNI in the last eighteen months. Although communities
recognised the need for policing, the decision from Sinn Féin to endorse
the PSNI was a seismic shift within Republicanism. From the outset
communities required support and confidence-building measures to
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realise that engagement with the PSNI was no longer viewed as ‘touting’
or collaborating with the enemy.

This brings me on to the second theme that referred to the ideological
and political difficulties that a number of Republicans had with Sinn
Féin’s participation in the policing and justice structures. A central tenet
of Republican ideology was the hostility towards the British state, with
specific attention placed on the mechanisms of social control, and
particularly the police. Therefore, an acceptance of the policing
structures, while Northern Ireland remained part of the United Kingdom
and Westminister continued to administer control, contradicted
everything that Republicans had campaigned against throughout the
conflict. Sinn Féin have to be commended for the manner in which they
decided upon recognising the legitimacy of the PSNI without fracturing
the Republican community.

It has been suggested that Sinn Féin’s significant shift in policy was aided
by the community’s demand for a responsive police service. There was
no doubt that working class communities had suffered from violent
crime, anti-social behaviour, and a rise in the fear of crime in the years
between the paramilitary ceasefires and Sinn Féin’s endorsement of the
PSNI. Therefore, there was an acceptance that a formal police service was
their only opportunity to address the issues and concerns around
criminality and community safety.

According to the research findings, although there was ‘an eagerness from
communities for policing’ and there was a sense of novelty around police
engagement, it was felt that this would not last forever. There currently is
a honeymoon period involving the PSNI and the Republican community.
In most cases the community are receptive to different initiatives, are keen
to develop partnerships and work alongside the PSNI. However, it was
apparent that at some stage, if the community’s expectations are not being
met and concerns continue around the service delivery of policing, then
the honeymoon period could end. There was a strong view that now was
the time for the PSNI to invest resources and capacity in establishing
partnerships with the Republican community.

Depending on how you analyse it, either the Republican journey on
policing has come to an end, or is only beginning. No longer are they on
the outside challenging and criticising yet providing no suitable and
practical alternative. They are now central to the policing debate, visible
by their presence on the Northern Ireland Policing Board and the District
Policing Partnerships. There have been criticisms from some elements of
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the Republican community that Sinn Féin have not shown enough
leadership or provided support at a grass roots level. There was some
evidence to support this, but it was also clear that existing community
and restorative justice groups have shown guidance and facilitated
engagement between the community and the police. One becomes aware
of how far we have come as a society in such a brief time when
Republican newspapers such as the Andersonstown News have regular
features titled ‘Crime Log – police assistance needed’ and carry
recruitment advertisements for the PSNI.

At the strategic echelons of Republicanism the devolution of policing
and justice is crucial for the justification of their endorsement of the
PSNI. However, on a practical level local communities are focused more
on the issues of police response times, visible policing, and the
sentencing of repeat offenders. At the time of writing there is no
confirmation when the policing and justice powers will be devolved to
the Stormont Assembly. Ironically, there is the potential for policing to
become politicised once more, as the two dominant political parties, the
DUP and Sinn Féin, attempt to use the transfer of policing and justice as
a bargaining chip within the context of other political decisions such as
the Irish Language Act, the abolition of the transfer test and water
charges.

Loyalist community

In certain sections of Northern Ireland there is a stereotypical view that
Loyalists have a strong affiliation with the policing structures. The
findings from the research indicate that this could not be further from
the truth. There is a high level of dissatisfaction with the police and issues
around association, identity and the development of positive working
partnerships continue to dominate the relationship between the Loyalist
community and the PSNI. There are a number of complex dynamics
evident within Loyalist communities that go some way to provide an
understanding of their relationship with the police.

One important concern was the apparent lack of political support or
leadership within Loyalist communities in relation to policing compared
to the role of Sinn Féin in Republican areas. Loyalist communities were
at a significant disadvantage, with limited support at a strategic level for
policing and community safety issues. For several years, paramilitary
organisations such as the UDA and UVF kept a degree of control over the
Loyalist communities, in a sense there was no need for political support
within the communities as the paramilitaries controlled much of the
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community infrastructure and provided forms of community policing
and justice. However, in recent years Loyalist paramilitaries have
distanced themselves from forms of social control and violence. They
have acknowledged that the conflict is over and encouraged the
communities to engage with and use the PSNI (www.bbc.co.uk/ni,
12.12.07). There is now a vacuum with no political representatives in a
position to replace the paramilitaries and champion the needs of the
working class Loyalist communities.

Loyalist communities have adapted to this lack of support and similarly
Republican communities have attempted to encourage debate and
engagement from the bottom up. Communities themselves have taken
the initiative and developed conversations at the grass roots level in the
hope of influencing those in more strategic positions. They have looked
at the membership of District Policing Partnerships, but have been
unable to identify with individual members, who they believe are not in
a position to relate to the needs and concerns of working class
communities. A major frustration for these communities is the fact that
the government and other statutory agencies continue to take for granted
the idea that there is a positive relationship between Loyalists and the
PSNI, and instead focus attention, resources and encouragement on
developing sustainable relationships between Republicans and the PSNI.
The reality is very different, reporting crime in some cases is still seen as
‘touting’, paramilitaries continue to exert control and there is a clear and
present view that policing is there to coerce and punish rather than serve
and protect.

Areas of commonality

Regardless of their community background it was clear that Loyalist and
Republican working class communities find it extremely difficult to
identify with policing. The PSNI and organisations such as the DPPs were
viewed as middle class institutions without the knowledge or
understanding to comprehend the issues prevalent within working class
communities. There was a strong suspicion that the police were isolated
from the key concerns of these communities. It was no longer about the
discrimination of Protestants or Catholics, and a police service for one
community over another. The underlying issues were class-based and
concerned the delivery of a service that appeared to favour middle class
over working class. Communities were distinguishing not between the
differences in policing the Falls and Shankill, but instead the differences
in response times between a call-out on the Malone Road and the
Springfield Road.
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There was a significant crisis in identity and this was being perpetuated
by the low number of police officers emanating from staunchly
Republican and Loyalist working class communities. There is a lack of
representation within the PSNI from those within working class
Republican and Loyalist communities. This has been illustrated through
two recent news articles, with one noting that the PSNI had not recruited
one person from the Loyalist Shankill Road area of Belfast in five years
(Newsletter, 11.04.08), while the second stipulated that there had only
been 28 new recruits from Republican dominated West Belfast in the last
five years (Andersonstown News, 28.06.08). The issues facing the PSNI
in Northern Ireland are not unlike those experienced by police officers in
Glasgow, Liverpool and London where there are sections of the working
class populations who have disengaged from the policing structures
(Johnston et al, 2000). Therefore the PSNI in coming years may look to
policing plans and initiatives in cities in England and Scotland to
examine their impact at facilitating relationships and forging a link
between working class disillusioned communities and the police.

Perceptions of policing

Initially communities had a degree of optimism around policing and the
proposed benefits it would bring in relation to addressing criminality,
anti-social behaviour and community safety issues. Throughout the
conflict normal policing was but an aspiration, but since the conclusion
of the Troubles there was a perception that the PSNI would finally have
an opportunity to police without paramilitary threats and intimidation.
However, recently there has been growing discontent with aspects of
policing, with specific attention focusing on response times, attitudes of
officers, the flow of information and the following up of call-outs. The
realities of policing are not what the communities envisaged. However,
the PSNI contend that they are delivering a fair and positive service
whilst contending with a continued dissident threat and increased
budget constraints.

Furthermore, there has been some degree of criticism from the local
communities about the concept of community policing. To a certain
extent there appears to be a lack of knowledge within the community as
to the aims and objectives of community policing. Essentially, they don’t
understand the rationale behind its implementation, how its success is
measured, or the supposed benefits to their communities. This view
reflects the work of Wilson and Kelling (1982) who contend that within
the context of effective community policing it requires an understanding
of the different communities’ expectations and values towards police
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practice. According to local communities the PSNI are not delivering on
the expectations set down by the community, which may explain the
apparent lack of support for the idea of community policing.

Public Prosecution Service

Both Loyalist and Republican communities were united in their criticism
of the PPS. Their main concerns centred on the lack of knowledge about
the organisation and whom it was accountable to. It was interesting to
note that for many the PPS and the PSNI were viewed as the same
organisation and if decisions went against the community that were the
responsibility of the PPS, the PSNI were more than likely to receive the
criticism. There has been other independent criticism of the PPS and the
manner in which it engages with the public. The recent inspection by the
Criminal Justice Inspectorate (CJI, 2007) concluded that there was a need
to develop a more productive working relationship with the other
criminal justice partners. Furthermore, it was noted that cases were taking
too long to progress through the system, and that there were issues
around the publishing of case outcomes and providing more
comprehensive explanations to victims of the reasons why decisions are
taken not to prosecute.

In this new dispensation of policing, encouraging the community to
both participate in and actively engage in the sharing of information is
crucial if the PSNI are to fulfil their roles and responsibilities. However,
the current inconsistencies surrounding prosecutions and sentencing,
along with the distinct lack of explanations on the decision-making
process, has the potential to damage both the image of the PSNI and the
wider criminal justice system.

Summary

The research has drawn together a number of interesting findings that
offer an analysis of the central issues facing the delivery of a positive
policing service. The question being asked is whether in a post-conflict
society such as Northern Ireland there is more of an opportunity to
engage with and develop positive working partnerships with a
community that has never worked with the formal criminal justice
system, as opposed to a community that historically had a strong
association with the agencies of law and order but has seen a recent
deterioration in the relationship? The research suggests that neither
Loyalists nor Republicans have a strong affiliation or identity with the
policing structures. If anything there is more expectancy from the
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Republican community, however there is a danger that if these
expectations are not met then the community’s confidence, trust and
respect for the organisation will begin to diminish. Within Loyalism
there appear to be fewer strategic structures in place to support the
communities in embracing the recent reforms to policing. Interestingly,
any form of discussion is being generated at the grass roots level. In the
absence of political leadership individuals from within these
communities are interacting with the policing structures, debating
community concerns and attempting to facilitate further conversations
which encompass larger sections of their community.

Class appears to be a growing factor in relation to policing. Historically,
policing was assessed along Protestant and Catholic lines of
demarcation. Complaints surrounded discrimination on the basis of
community background, and the organisation was constantly attempting
to offer a position of neutrality. The Patten recommendations have gone
some way to address these issues with 50:50 recruitment and the
development of measures of accountability and transparency. However,
to some extent programmes and initiatives continue to be viewed along
the lines of community background. NIPB surveys continue to measure
views and perceptions of policing and criminal justice on the basis of
religion and community background. It is extremely difficult if not
impossible to extrapolate the class of respondents, which as the findings
from this report indicate, is more important in relation to PSNI
engagement than whether you are a Unionist/Loyalist or
Nationalist/Republican. Until the criminal justice system at a strategic
level begins to think outside the box and redefines the context of
policing in Northern Ireland through class and not just community
background, then we will not have a police service that has the ability to
develop sustainable working partnerships with all areas of society.

On a final note, it is important to recognise how far we all have come in
the last decade. Even the most optimistic of individuals would be hard
pressed to admit to forecasting the significant changes Northern Ireland
has gone through since the paramilitary ceasefires in 1994. Policing was
always viewed as one of the most significant obstacles to the conclusion
of a violent conflict. Decisions around the implementation of a police
service recognised and endorsed by the entire community have proved
sensitive and emotional. Each of the main protagonists has had to make
courageous sacrifices, faced internal criticisms and altered their own
objectives so that society can move on.
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