Policing – EACC Saturday Morning Question Time –March 6th 2010

The Business Centre, City Chambers, 10am to 12 noon

The meeting was chaired by EACC Chairman David Salton 

Notes provided by EACC secretary Jenny MacKenzie

Apologies:  Patricia Eason. EACC (Cramond).  

Attending for the panel were: 

Chief Constable David Strang – Lothian and Borders Police

Cllr Steve Cardownie – Deputy Leader, City of Edinburgh Council; Member, Lothian and Borders Police Board.  (SNP) Forth 
Cllr Iain Whyte – Convenor, Lothian and Borders Police Board. (Cons) Inverleith Ward

Cllr Charles Dundas Member, Lothian and Borders Police Board.  (Lib Dem) City Centre Ward
Cllr Ian Murray – Member, Lothian and Borders Police Board. (Lab) Liberton/Gilmerton Ward
Chair David Salton welcomed the panel and audience to the meeting and requested a few moments silence to acknowledge the recent death of former EACC member for Craigmillar Valerie O’Rourke.
The Chair briefly described the Lothian and Borders Police Board, the Police Authority for the South East of Scotland.  It is made up of 18 councillors representing the five councils within the Force area, with its main responsibilities being to:    

· work with the Chief Constable and hold him/her to account for the policing of the area
· set the budget for the force and provide the Chief Constable with resources
· appoint officers of the rank of Assistant Chief Constable, Deputy Chief Constable and Chief Constable 

· ensure best value is secured.
Introducing Chief Constable David Strang, who took up his post in March 2007,  the Chair noted Mr. Strang’s rise through the ranks of the Metropolitan Police.  This included operational postings in territorial divisions such as CID, Career Development, Territorial Support Group, a secondment to the Police Staff College and acting for a time as staff officer to the Commissioner and Deputy Commissioner.  His final post in the force was as Divisional Commander of Wembley Division.   In September 1998 he was appointed Assistant Chief Constable in Lothian and Borders Police with operational responsibility for all Uniform, Traffic and CID functions within the City of Edinburgh area and has been responsible for the planning and delivery of policing at large events such as the Opening of the Scottish Parliament and Edinburgh's Hogmanay Street Party.  He is noted for his strong commitment to community policing and building relationships at all levels.  

Chief Constable Strang noted in his opening remarks that he is indeed committed to encouraging his staff and officers to be visible to and connect with communities.  His officers are largely unarmed, with some capacities to deal with armed criminals.  He stressed the “joint venture” nature of policing, requiring the co-operation and support of communities.  Policing is a complex business.  The greatest priority is national security and the threat of terrorism in this civilized society.  Other serious matters include drug trafficking, money laundering and armed violence, while police duties also include investigating crime, responding in emergencies and dealing with sudden deaths.  

The aim in now to be much more preventative, with a frequent question being ‘How could we have stopped this before it happened?’  As a result the Police work with several partner organizations.  The Law and the Criminal Justice System has a part to play, but it is not the solution.  Enforcement is crucial but by going into schools and interacting with a wide number of groups in society as well, the Police also aim to help educate vulnerable people away from such dangers as drugs, terrorism and anti-social behaviour.  

Cllr Ian Murray noted that the seeds of joint working between the council and the police were laid in the early part of this century and much good ground work had been done to ensure its success.   Youth action teams led to Neighbourhood Action Units.  Local communities like having a “bobby on the beat” and the teams have assured a right response to community needs.  With the help of local intelligence and the support from people in the community, the police are building pictures of local communities and ensure that resources are directed to the right area.  Police calls re youth disturbance have halved in recent years. 
Cllr Charles Dundas said that policing is an issue on which all political parties agree.  While Cllrs represent different parts of the city, the different experiences help to build a comprehensive picture.  The majority of crimes do occur in the City Centre ward and include shop-lifting and fights during club closing times.  Having spent a night shift on duty with a police superintendent, the message that Cllr Dundas got was that Edinburgh is “an incredibly safe city in which to live and enjoy”.  But too often people suffer in silence if they are disturbed by anti-social behaviour at night.  The police cannot intervene appropriately if the night noise team is not informed.  Over the Christmas period the joint working between the Council and the Police, Operation Astrodome, when so many converge on the magnet of Princes Gardens is regarded as a great success story.  

Cllr Iain Whyte said that policing and operating the justice system is probably the most important thing that the government does.    The Police Board looks at overall strategy, scrutinizes what the police do and holds the Chief Constable to account.   The Board has had some involvement in strategy setting, but this has been light and usually endorsing recommendations on counter-terrorism.  The Board is considering more involvement in the early stages of strategy setting.  The numbers of police are increasing as it is recognized how important it is to have police in the frontline in communities.  Support in freeing their time can be provided by civilian officers who can take statements.  Despite a slight decrease in the budget available, the Force identified efficiencies which covered this.  The expectation is that there will be a reduction in spending in all areas.

Cllr Steve Cardownie said that both the Council and Police have agreed a local outcome to support one aspect of the National Single Outcome Agreement – “We live our lives safe from crime, disorder and danger” –  and it is that “People in Edinburgh feel safer”.  Local indicators are how vandalism and graffiti, antisocial behaviour, housebreaking and violent crime is dealt with in local neighbourhoods.  
City of Edinburgh Council spends £2.75m per year funding Neighbourhoods Action Units (NAUs). City Centre Alliance, analysts and information officers.  Neighbourhood surveys show an increase in satisfaction citywide with the way anti-social behaviour and enforcement issues are handled.  For example, between 2007-09, in dealing with antisocial behaviour, level of satisfaction has increased from 50% to 75%.  Similarly, housebreaking has improved from 50% to 92%, feeling safe in the area after dark from 70% to 81%.  Violent crime has increased from 78% in 2008 to 81% in 2009.  Cllr Cardownie said that all indications are that this is a “very safe city indeed”.  Edinburgh has come top in a number of national surveys describing the city of choice for quality of life and safety.     
A new policing model is due to be implemented in September 2010, being piloted in the South and East Neighbourhood areas from March.  Finally a further 62 officers, funded by the Scottish Government, will be added to existing neighbourhood resources.  There will be 17 new Safer Neighbourhood Teams across the city, one per ward, providing seven day coverage.  
It was noted from the floor that the audience was grateful for the opportunity to have this direct contact with the police.  One question asked was “Why are more police not available within communities to respond to immediate needs?”  And this was followed by:
Question: You and the Board are committed to the Community Police Engagement Principles. My own community at Fairmilehead, is very grateful for the close contact we have with our community beat officer and the useful work he does in the area.  We are also grateful for the rationalisation recently of the police station opening times and their publication on the web site. 

However what impact will the changes proposed to community policing have on the Fairmilehead, and other areas?  There is serious concern that the officers who have the quieter beats will be used as additional resources for the hot spot areas or extracted for other duties. Not everything revolves around crime and incident figures. Is this going to be the case as I am sure other CCs will also be concerned?.
Answer (Chief Constable Strang):  The purpose of the Safer Neighbourhood Teams is to enable the police to be more visible and responsive.  The Force achieved a 90% success rate in responding to Grade 1 calls within 10 minutes last year.  However, sometimes police must be called in to respond to major tasks.  For example, 940 officers were engaged from seven police forces to police the demonstration by the National Defence League in Edinburgh in early February.  

We have reached a 25-30 year low in recorded crime.  We are committed to delivering those outcomes rather than counting the number of officers on the beat.
Cllr Murray committed to circulate a briefing note to the South Central Community Councils present on the workings of the new Safer Neighbourhood Teams;  

Comment::  The point about which is the most effective policing, frontline visible presence or focusing on the bigger issues is an interesting debate.  If drugs were legalised, the motivation for criminals would be wiped out.  

Response: Harsh policing is the view of many communities.  
Cllr Cardownie:  There is an argument that purchasing cannabis over the counter from a reputable newsagent would not expose the purchaser to a “pusher” who may encourage them to try harder drugs they have to sell.  It is an ongoing debate and I don't have the answers.  It's important that young and vulnerable people are made aware of the dangers of drug use.  With more deterrent, less detection is necessary.  Under the current structure this is a largely a crime free city.  There were 85,000 people in Princes Street during the recent Hogmanay, yet only four arrests.
Cllr Whyte:  It is acknowledged that there still must be a local presence.   
Question:  We have been told in Southside that policing will be brought under the auspices of the South Central Environmental Forum.  We don’t want to lose the police presence in the community council and the excellent relationship that we have with our local Community Beat Officer.  He talks to us about issues of concern and is very accessible.  An Environmental Forum is not the place for policing matters, but the South Central NP manager will not take no for an answer.  Local people must be involved in local planning of this kind.  Council officials need to be seen to be listening to what they are saying.  

Cllr Whyte acknowledged that he was “not impressed” with the way that NPs have been set up. 

Chief Constable Strang:  We are keen to be responsive but we do not set the strategies for engagement.

Cll Murray committed to contacting the South Central Neighbourhood Partnership Management team to “relook” at this recommendation.  He would be writing to manager Susan Bruce.   

Question to Cllr Cardownie:  In this case the police are keen to engage with the public, yet it is the NP system which is not working well to support that process.  Though there are some examples of good practice across the city within the NP structure, there are also other occasions when CCllrs cannot get the cooperation they need from council officials.  What would be your recommendation for handling these issues? 

Cllr Cardownie:  If you have a complaint about how council officials are responding to your requests for participation in community engagement, then report this to your local councillors and to the head of Services for Communities Mark Turley.  You have a right to require accountability within the NP structure.  

Question:  Drinkers regularly congregate in Dalry cemetery, filling up the bins with empty alcohol tins and allowing large and aggressive dogs to intimidate people passing along the paths.  On the spot fines would deal with this problem, but the response received from local police have been generally ineffective and apparently disinterested.  

It is not possible for the police to have more discretionary powers in monitoring these sort of behaviours?  

Cllr Murray:  We have some lovely squares which are not used by the public because of this serious quality of life issue.  We need good quality policing to allow the general public to enjoy these squares.  
Cllr Murray committed to take steps in “looking at how our open spaces such as cemetery's and parks could be better policed from drinking, drug taking and anti-social behaviour”.
Chief Constable Strang:  The amount of bureaucracy has increased as the public has become more demanding about accountability.  This does increase the paperwork and there is always the question of how you monitor the quality of that relationship with the public.  

Cllr Dundas:  My work within the administration part of the Criminal Justice system highlights how much time the police have to spend on paperwork and all members want to see this reduced.  The solution is to streamline the processes as much as possible.  

Cllr Murray:  Much time can be invested by the police in getting cases to court, to experience the frustration of having them dismissed by the Procurator Fiscal.  One case occurred where an individual with 137 previous convictions came before the Fiscal but he case was thrown out on a technicality.  We do need to resolve this blockage of bureaucracy. 
Cllr Whyte:  We want to free up professionals from unnecessary bureaucracy in whatever field they are in.  

Cllr Cardownie:  At the same time we must have the correct level of accountability. 

Question:  What constitutes anti-social behaviour?  

Chief Constable Strang:  Often low level behaviours can have a serious impact on the quality of life for people living near to the offender.  You have a right to expect protection from behaviours which seriously impact on your enjoyment and feeling of safety within your community.  

Question:  What is the police attitude to Neighbourhood Watch groups?

Chief Constable Strang:  They are often active in areas of low levels of crime.  But if it is an active group the police are supportive

Question:  Why do Community Safety Panel newsletters only report the successes and not give the facts about offences taking place in the community:

Answer:  There is always the concern about alarming people.  For example knife crime is very low in the city, yet the media may report one case in a dramatic way, which will frighten older people, often quite unnecessarily. 

Cllr Cardownie:   The level of confidence in the safety of a community can be very much affected by how the local paper reports local crimes. 

Comment from the floor:  It is important that the police look as non-military as possible.  The replacement of white shirts by the all black uniforms does contribute towards making the police look less approachable.  

Answer:  The uniforms must have as their first priority the officers’ safety.  The body armour for example must be comfortable as well as operational.  Carrying the equipment in pouches on the uniform for example distributes the weight more to the shoulders than putting such strain on the back as previously.   Evaluating the approachability of officers should be more with questions like: “Are they listening to what I am saying? Are they treating me with respect?”  

Question: Do officers have to undergo regular fitness training?  

Answer: An officer does have to be fit to get into the Force.  Changes in the way that fitness is monitored would have to be negotiated nationally.  We are proactive about recommending good diet and exercise.  
Comment from the floor:  The Communication Centre still appears to have major problems.  Recent experience got a poor response for an older lady who phoned the Call Centre at 3am because of a jammed tap.  She was advised to get a plumber.  A neighbour finally solved the problem.  

Answer:  Health and Safety is a big responsibility.  But police officers are practical and will do their best to find a successful solution to any problem.  In this case a helpful neighbour acted as the plumber that was needed.  

Cllr Whyte:  Public satisfaction with the Force Communication Centre has improved.  We are much more satisfied with it than before.  It is important to remember however that common sense should prevail when calls are made requiring “emergency” responses. 
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