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Policing in the United Kingdom: The Expansion of the “Modern Police”
Abstract

This article will examine the events and legislation following the establishment of the Metropolitan Police of London. This piece will study the spread of Peel’s New or Modern Police through out the United Kingdom. The article will study the several pieces of legislation in the mid-1880’s that finalized the Police System and the establishment of the “Modern Police”. 
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With the success of the Metropolitan Police (Met) of London and several other pieces of legislation that spread Peel’s idea of the “New Police” through out the United Kingdom, calls were increasing for the “Bobbies” to be extended to the entire country. AS a result, Parliament considered the Rural Constabulary Act, which met with a wide variety of acceptance and success. By 1841, only twenty-four counties, out of the fifty-six counties in England and Wales, had adopted, in some form, the provisions of this Act. A simplistic view of the less than envisioned results of the Permissive Act can be seen in the statements of one historian:

in the counties which adopted the Permissive 

Act, the record is one of almost constant 

progress towards efficiency; in the counties 

which preferred to prolong the defective regime 

of the parish-constable, the story is largely 

one of stagnation, unnecessary friction, and 

weak-kneed experiment. Although these tendencies 

are so diverse, the migratory habit of criminals 

makes it impossible to follow the history of 

either to the exclusion of the other. No police 

system can rightly be considered without constant 

reference to neighbouring systems...crime follows 

impunity. The influences of pride and local 

jealousies proved powerful enough to prevent 

a complete recantation by those counties which 

had pinned their faith to the status quo ante, 

but they were not sufficiently potent to produce 

insensibility or indifference when the day of 

reckoning came (Lee, 1971, p.296).  

The failure of the reforms, as outlined under the Rural Police Act, and the outcry of the opposition to the additional expenses of the new forces was evident by 1842. Petitions were circulated calling for the elimination of these new forces in those counties that had adopted some form of this legislation. "EXPENSIVE; if not INEFFICIENT" was the denouncement of this experiment (Emsley, 1991, p.43). Parliament, in an attempt to appease this opposition and "to infuse new life into the decrepit parochial system,” passed, in 1842, the Parish Constables Act. This Act, and its amendment, the Superintending Constable Act, required the magistrates to draw up a list of persons who were suitable to be sworn in as constables. These persons were required to be ratepayers, between twenty-five and fifty-five, of good character and fit. 

The principal section of these bills created the office of Superintending Constable to have "the supervision of all the parish-constables within the Petty Sessional Division of the county for which they might be appointed--such superintending constables to receive a fixed salary out of the County Rates" (Lee, 1971, p.299). Parliament, hoping these Superintending constables would be selected from the ranks of the new police, tried to create a measure of professional, full-time police officers to supervise the force of part-time amateurs which made up the old constable-watch system. This attempt to reform the old system and breathe some life and efficiency into it was to be no more successful than the measures of the late eighteenth century to reform the old system in London (Fox, 2006). 

It is generally agreed that the forces of law and order authorized by both the Rural Constabulary Act and the Parish Constables Act were failures at achieving any degree of the efficiencies and crime prevention that had been hoped for. The success of Peel's reforms of policing and the continued growth and success of the Metropolitan Police were not to be carried over to the rest of the country under these Acts. The inadequacies of these forces to deal with ordinary crimes were all to clear (Rimmer, 2007).
Their attempts to deal with the disorders of the widespread strikes and disorders due to the economic conditions and the spread of the Chartist movement were completely a failure. By early 1842, some three million people were said to have signed the Chartist petitions (Critchley, 1978, p.94). Clearly, these old style forces could do little in the face of what the authorities saw as a hugh mob, without relying on the military for the type of discipline and weapons thought necessary to control the situation (MacGowan, 2004).
 Faced with the threat of Chartist disorders in the county, local authorities had sworn in more than two thousand special constables and appealed to the Home Secretary for additional ammunition. Additionally, the local authorities requested the central government to keep military forces standing to assist these amateur forces. The authorities wrote to the Home Secretary that willing as men were “to act in their civil capacity...unless supported by a military force the weapons with which they are armed will be totally ineffective against a mob, which carries not only weapons of the same kind more effective, but Fire Arms also" (Critchley, 1978, p.96). 


THE CHARTIST

The status quo was to continue for several years, with the occasional county magistrates organizing new style police forces. The threat of Chartist disorders continued to grip the country, until 1848, when the movement mounted its last large scale demonstration and chose London for the location. 1848 was a period of great social unrest and revolution throughout most of continental Europe. Many of the capitals of Europe saw students and reformers take to the barricades. London was mindful of these developments when it prepared for the onslaught of the Chartist (Fox, 2006). 

The specter of an enormous crowd moving through London brought memories of the horrors of the Gordon riots of 1780. Had London, the imperial seat of the Empire, still to worry of the disorders and mayhem that had plagued it in the early eighteen hundreds? Was not this one of the main reasons for the passage of the Peel reforms? To a greater part of England this demonstration was to be the acid test for the Metropolitan Police, and by implication for the New Police. Troops, as usual under the old system, were ordered to take position in and around London. The Duke of Wellington, at the age of eighty, assumed personal command of the troops, ready to regain lost glories. The Commissioners of the Metropolitan Police prepared to handle the demonstration without resort to the military. Some 200,000 special constables were sworn in to support the regular officers of the Met. On the day of the demonstration, April 10, 1848, the Chartists found themselves out-maneuvered by the police (Fox, 2007). 

Through the positioning of their officers and the special constables, the Metropolitan Police were able to convince the Chartist leadership that the police were in control of the situation and other than a peaceful demonstration was futile. The Metropolitan Police showed that they were a force capable of controlling not only crime but the disorder and riot which had plagued all of England, especially the growing industrial cities of the north. One Metropolitan officer, Superintendent Mallalieu, reported, in 1853, "that he had attended every riot in London since the time of the Reform Bill riots, including the Chartist demonstration in 1848, and `the military have never been called out since the establishment of the police force; we have never felt the slightest doubt of being able to preserve the peace’" (Critchley, 1978, p.100). The reforms of 1829 and 1839 produced a force which proved itself capable of maintaining law and order in the capital and an excellent example of what the new style of policing could produce (Rimmer, 2007). 

The Home Office was for several years, as Critchley stated, "arid in ideas and bankrupt of policy (which) came to abrupt end when Palmerston arrived...in December, 1852" (p.101). The new Home Secretary was already familiar with police reforms, from his effort to amalgamate the local police force, Romsey, where he lived, with the County force. Almost immediately after taking office, Palmerston was approached about police reforms by Lord Fortescue, a former Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Fortescue wrote that he believed present social conditions "had `outgrown the rude machinery framed by our ancestors for the enforcement of the law' and suggested something akin to the Royal Irish Constabulary be established in England" (Emsley, 1991, p.47). Palmerston knew that the government lacked the power to make the fundamental changes which were suggested. In an effort to explore this issue, a parliamentary select committee was appointed, in 1852, To Consider the Expediency of Adopting a More Uniform System of Police.


ANOTHER COMMITTEE

The report of this Committee has been described as a neglected document that not only laid the foundations and groundwork for needed legislation, but gave great insight into the state of policing and the effect of the previous reforms of 1835 and 1839 (Critchley, 1978, p.105). The Committee held hearings for over a year. The report is full of accounts of the failures of the existing system and various recommendations for new legislation. 

One of the key witnesses to present evidence to the Committee was Edwin Chadwick, the principal architect and author of the police reforms of 1839. Chadwick pointed out that local jealousies and costs had been keys factors in the failure of the police reforms. Crime could only be challenged by the merger of the various small forces into an efficient rural police. Chadwick stated that, "In the towns the hand must be placed, from which fingers may be extended and withdrawn according to the need" (Critchley, 1978, p.106). The various drawbacks of the existing police system with the geographic and jurisdictional restrictions were clear. 

One scheme that was presented to the Committee was submitted by Captain McHardy, Chief Constable of the Essex Constabulary. The paper titled a "Scheme for an Efficient Constabulary and Defensive Force throughout England and Wales,” was an outline for more than a national police. In it he stated:

A well-trained constabulary of one 

constable to a population of 1,000 would 

afford an efficient and respectable defensive

force of 14,000 men (exclusive of the Metropolitan 

Police), which, in cases of emergency, could be 

augmented and armed, as may appear most desirable; 

and by the Government directing at its pleasure...

the police to enrol and train, at the respective 

petty sessional divisional stations, such numbers 

for the militia as it may deem expedient, not 

exceeding a limited number to the population, 

as by enrolling five men out of every 1,000, 

a force of 70,000 would be raised making, with 

the standing constabulary of 14,000, a total of 

84,000...the expense would be considerably less 

than any other system; and the men so enrolled 

would, from being in contact with the constabulary, 

render it more efficient, and afford a source from 

which to complete or augment the constabulary or 

standing army (Emsley, 1991, p.54). 

This proposal not only would give the central government a national police force, similar to the Royal Irish Constabulary, but also a light infantry division that would assist in the national defense (Livingstone, 2005). This proposal did not receive widespread support. The proposal of Earl Grey for the formation of a national police force, paid for by the central government, along the lines of the Irish model was much more mainstream. Even the Times, which had opposed the previous attempts at police reform, gave the idea of reforming and increasing the police its support. 

In response to a riot by cotton operatives in Blackburn, the mayor requested a detachment of soldiers to assist his borough's force of thirty officers. The Times, in a biting review of the situation, wrote;
Before invoking such assistance he should have tried what 80 constables would do. Let him raise his police force, as so magnanimously projected, from thirty men to a hundred, and then it will be time to ask for bayonets in aid of staves ... Everybody knows, and every magistrate ought well to consider, that the real power of a police force is commensurate with the number of its regular members" (Emsley, 1991, p.50).


THE OBLIGATORY ACT 

The Committee's report made eight proposals to reform the policing for the country (see Critchley, 1978, p.105-118 for a discussion of the report and the attempts at legislation). In 1854, based largely on the Committee's report Home Secretary Palmerston made several attempts at securing the passage of reform legislation. These efforts were thwarted by local jealousies and special interests. By 1856, Palmerston had become Prime Minister and appointed Sir George Grey as his successor as Home Secretary. The new Home Secretary, with the complete backing of the Prime Minister, was able to secure the passage of the new government reforms (Rimmer, 2007). The County and Borough Police Act was passed on July 21, 1856. Under the provisions of this Act, local governments at the county and borough level were obligated to form a police force. The central government would pay up to one-quarter of the expenses for the pay and clothing of these forces in the form of grants from the Treasury, upon the certification of the Inspector, a newly created position, as to their efficiency. Chief constables were required to submit an annual report to the Home Secretary, of the state of crime in their areas. Through the power of the purse, incentives and government grants, small borough forces were encouraged to merge with the county forces (Fox, 2007).

The introduction of the position of Inspector of Constabulary, with the authority of oversight and the power of the purse, is viewed as one of the central points of this legislation and key to London's efforts to standardize and centralize the police forces in the country (Livingstone, 2005). This legislation marked an essential development of policing in England:

A new pattern of police administration 

was created which was to last for more than 

one hundred years. It reflected a reconciliation 

of central supervision with local management; 

it marked the establishment of two separate 

police systems in England: the metropolitan 

police of London under autonomous control of 

the commissioners, who were directly responsible 

to the Home Office, and the borough and county 

constabulary who maintained local control of 

policy decisions but who had to adhere to minimal 

standards set by government inspectors...Police 

throughout England, though modernized along the 

lines of the police in London, differed in style

from the metropolis. After 1856 there were 226 

separate police forces, which varied in size from 

one man forces in thirteen small boroughs to large 

urban forces in Birmingham and Manchester (Sopenoff, 1978, p, 268).

This legislation provided, for the first time, a paid, full-time police force for the entire country. Some saw this legislation as an attack on the very foundations of England, denouncing the Act as "an insult to the nation" and the office of the Inspector of Constabulary as "dangerous and degrading". The Home Secretary was viewed as "a second Fouche' with spies all over the kingdom" (Hart, 1956, p.405). Others saw it as a linear development of the previous police reforms. "The effect of this Statute was...completing the process which had been initiated at Bow Street more than one hundred years before" (Lee, 1971, p.306). Indeed, Lee stated that one of the principal reasons for the passage of the Obligatory Act was the continued migration of crime from those areas which established efficient police:

The Metropolitan Police Act, the Municipal 

Corporations Act, and the Permissive Act, 

valuable and indeed indispensable as they 

undoubtedly were, had been effective only in 

certain districts: delinquents, whom the activity 

of the metropolitan police had driven out of 

London, found a home in other large towns; a 

second migration followed when the Boroughs got 

their police; and yet a third took place, as we 

have seen, after the partial introduction of rural

constabularies...The Obligatory Act tended to 

reduce crime in many ways, for not only did a 

criminal career become much less attractive 

after the last Alsatia had been closed, but 

the efficiency of all existing police bodies 

was enormously increased by the uniformity and 

co-operation between different units which 

naturally followed upon the compulsory adoption 

of one general system through the whole country

(p.307).

England of 1856 was in a remarkably different situation on matters of policing, than some thirty years before. The stage was set for a uniform system of police for the entire country. The regulations for limited control of both the county and borough forces were in the hands of the Home Office and the power of the purse was completely settled in the office of the Inspector of Constabulary (Rimmer, 2007).


THE FINAL PIECES

It is also interesting to note that a provision of the County and Borough Police Act dealt with the statutory confirmation of a single Commissioner of Police for the Metropolitan Police. For some time, a bureaucratic struggle was waged between Sir Richard Mayne, one of Peel's original appointments, and Captain William Hay, appointed as the replacement for Colonel Charles Rowan, who retired in 1850. As the situation grew worse, the Home Office was finally obliged to take action. In February 1856, a Police Act was passed which confirmed the appointment of a single Commissioner, with two Assistant Commissioners, to lead the Metropolitan Police (Ascoli, 1979, p.124). These changes in Peel's original legislation were found to require additional legal confirmation, necessitating the corrections of July (Sopenoff, 1978, p.258).

The form of policing in England was set and remained relatively unchanged for several years. The principal means of the exercise of London's control was the Inspectorate of Constabulary. The Act authorized the appointment of three Inspectors and required the report of their finds to the Home Secretary. These officials were able, through politics and the withholding of government grants, to foster changes and standardization in the country's policing. Through these reports, the Inspectors highlighted the various problems in the different forces and some problems endemic in policing. The problems of differences in pay, standards for appointment or discipline were all topics for these reports. One recurrent quote of the description of the position of these Inspectors is, "The Inspectors may approach the local authorities, and lead them in the right direction-but it must be done with discretion" (Hart, 1956, p.408). Professor Hart wrote extensively on the development of the Office of Inspector of Constabulary. Hart has chronicled the development of the powers and influence of this office. She states that 
it is undoubtedly true that in the long run the Police Act of 1856 led to a greater degree of central control, in particular in regard to the general standard of policing which was considered necessary...(and) By constantly drawing attention to the grievances of the police...the Inspectors were instrumental in getting some of the irregularities stopped (p.413).

The last remaining sections of the infrastructure of British policing were found in the Municipal Corporations (New Charters) Act, 1877, and the Local Government Act, 1888. The Act of 1877 limited the formation of new police forces in the boroughs to those areas with a population of more than 20,000. London hoped that by this, and the withholding of Treasury grants to forces in areas with less than 5,000 in population, to check the spread of small forces and foster the merger of these forces (Fox, 2007). The Local Government Act took these changes further. Under its provisions, no borough with less than 10,000 inhabitants could maintain its own police force, mandating consolidation. This provision resulted in the absorption of forty-eight separate police forces, reducing the number of forces in the country to 183 (Critchley, 1978, p.133). Additionally, in another departure from the pre-Peel policing of England, the control of the constables in the counties was removed from the magistrates. Henceforth, these forces were to be responsible to a new group, the Standing Joint Committee. The Committee was to be composed half of magistrates from the county and half from the membership of the elected county councils. This agreement was to last until 1964 (Fox, 2007).
These last bits of legislation formed the final pieces of the foundations of Peel’s British policing, which was to remain unchanged until the Police Act of 1919. That Act was the direct outgrowth of the Desborough Committee and the Police Strikes of 1918-19. This Police Act, often referred to as the Policemen’s Charter remains the mainstay of policing in the United Kingdom today (Klein, 2002). This Police Act allowed Central Government, in the form of the Home Office, to further consolidate its powers to control every aspect of policing the UK. 
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