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More Police, Greater Powers, Less Paperwork?

Often we hear people in the media saying that more police on the beat will decrease crime: We need more police, We need police doing less paper work; Police need more powers.

Actually, it’s a bit more complicated.

Police already hold substantial powers.  As the 1997 Wood Royal Commission into the New South Wales Police Service found, “The powers entrusted to police to carry arms, to use coercive force…and, in extreme circumstances, to take lives…to deprive citizens of their liberty…are very substantial powers.”  

The Royal Commission also recognised that the use of these powers was concentrated in the hands of the youngest and least experienced officers.  What police need is not more power, but better training and supervision.  

More Police Does Not Result In Less Crime  

Crime rates are not strongly correlated to the number of police or the amount spent on policing. Victoria, the state with the lowest crime rates and the lowest rates of imprisonment, also has the smallest number of police and the second lowest policing cost per capita.
  Conversely, the Northern Territory has the largest number of police and the highest policing cost per capita  – more than double Victoria – but has the highest crime rates and the highest imprisonment rates.
  

In New South Wales, the net cost of policing in 2005 was more than $2 billion, up from $1.6 billion in 2001, with annual growth in expenditure well above inflation.
 The recurrent policing cost per person in NSW in the year to 30 June 2006 was $289. Between 2001-2006, this cost increased 11% in real terms.
    

Everybody wants to feel safe walking around his or her community and additional police on the street can improve people’s perception of safety. However, it is now clear that simply increasing the number of police or the amount spent on policing is not a cost effective approach to crime prevention or reduction. Increased police expenditure has only a minimal effect on crime levels over the long term, except perhaps in relation to less serious property crime. 
Does Zero Tolerance Work?

The idea that “Getting criminals early stops crime later” doesn’t always hold up.  Involving youth and minor offenders into the criminal justice system actually increases the likelihood of repeat offending. So the ideas of zero tolerance  (that if police crack down on minor crimes than this will lead to an overall reduction in future crime) are clearly flawed.  

Studies have shown that the factors affecting repeat offenders are poverty, inadequate education, intellectual disability, poor health, negative parent-child relations, social inequality, racism, unemployment and general lack of opportunity. Once you’ve been to gaol, you’re more likely to go to gaol for any future offences.  

On the other hand, when people are involved in community-based solutions, targeted not only towards crime reduction, but also skill development, crime decreases. 

Crime is a Social Problem.

Police are just a small aspect of our criminal justice system.  Laying blame on them is as unhelpful as putting them on a pedestal.  As the New South Wales Police Service Submission to the Inquiry into Crime Prevention through Social Support 1999 says, “Given that police often only deal with one aspect of the problem, they cannot be the total answer and can only play their part in a broader crime prevention approach.”
Our communities need real crime prevention.  We need to address the social factors that influence why some people get into crime.  Police strategies are often not very good at long term crime prevention.  A broader and long term crime prevention approach would include looking at issues of unemployment, lack of access to health services and educational opportunities, child neglect and poverty.  

These are complex problems with multi-faceted solutions. Spending money on extra police or sniffer dogs is not as effective in reducing crime as investing seriously in long term crime control strategies. 
Conclusion

Simply increasing police numbers on its own has not, and will not, significantly reduce crime levels in NSW over the long term, particularly more serious crime. An effective long term crime prevention approach must address the social factors that influence why some people become involved in crime such as issues of unemployment, lack of access to health services and educational opportunities, and child neglect and poverty.  
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