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Governance, Accountability and Neighbourhood Policing in Northern Ireland:
Analysing the Role of Public Meetings

Mark Brunger*

Abstract

In Northern Ireland’s move from conflict to peapelicing has remained close to the top of
the political agenda. As part of the peace proc#ss,Independent Commission on Policing
(ICP) reported in 1999, and since its publicatiarliping structures in Northern Ireland have
undergone considerable reform. One of the threddeeolCP was to introduce a more nodal
or networked approach to the delivery of policingatt included the establishment of
partnership policing structures. Against this baaku this article evaluates the use of the
recently established Partners and Communities Tage(PACT) public meetings in their
role as a tool in re-shaping the parameters polaeountability in Northern Ireland. The
model explicity promotes a more nodal approachldoal police decision making by
engaging with a more diverse range of groups andhéssing the knowledge of local
agencies to solve crime and disorder problems, #metefore, enhancing the accountability
and legitimacy of the PSNI at the local leveltHase contexts, the article utilises data taken
from fieldwork undertaken at these public meetiagd critically considers their role as
forums where communities bring low level disordssues that are affecting their
neighbourhood to the attention of the PSNI, and thdrethey help solve these issues in
partnership. The article therefore offers an exaation of the role of public meetings and the
PACT model itself.

I ntroduction

There is no denying the significance of policingNiarthern Ireland [6, 29]. As Northern
Ireland has moved from conflict to peace, polidivag remained close to the top of the
political agenda. It is against this backdrop dbate and contention that this article sets out
with the aims of evaluating the use of public magdias a mode of police/public liaison, and

subsequently as a tool in re-shaping the parametegslice governance and accountability

in Northern Ireland, which has long been controatrén these contexts, the article utilises



data taken from fieldwork undertaken at Partnecs@ommunities Together (PACT) public
meetings-

PACT is an embryonic form of police/citizen liaisdnfluenced by North American
communitarian thinking of the last two decadeplates emphasis on bringing partnership
working into the governance of public service detix In Northern Ireland, it provides a
fixed point of contact between the Neighbourhootichay Teams (NPTs) of the Police
Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) and the publicthis sense, PACT represents the new
beginning to the governance of policing in Northeadand and how public policing in
particular is more accountable to the public. PAGSreby follows the spirit of the
Independent Commission on Policing (ICP), whicloremended that,

Below district level, local communities and pol&eould be encouraged to develop

consultative forums on lines that suit them and theighbourhood. We recommend

that it should be the aim of every police beat nestg have such a forum in his or

her patrol area. [19: 35]

In this context, then, the PACT model provides zaneple of efforts by the PSNI to embed

the pivotal recommendation 44, ‘policing with tremamunity’ of the ICP [19; 40-45], and in

doing so, promote a more nodal approach to lod&dgdecision-making by engaging with a
more diverse range of groups and harnessing thelkdge of local agencies to solve crime
and disorder problems.

The discussion which follows will make three argutsen relation to these public
meetings. First is that PACT public meetings previdrums for the public to bring low level

disorder issues to the attention of the PSNI, vilngyrn, help solve these issues in

partnership with them. Second, however, the argtisenade that due to low attendances,

*Lecturer in Policing at Canterbury Christ Churchitkersity and currently completing his PhD at Qusen
University Belfast.

The article is a modification of a chapter in thgublished PhD thesis of the author. The datasetilin the
following analysis is drawn from field notes takeom detailed observations of interactions betwienpolice
and the public at PACT public meetings prior taj @noceeding these meetings. This fieldwork waseuatten
at two PACT partnerships in Northern Ireland.
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the public meetings are unrepresentative of thal lcemmunity. This leads to the final
assessment that PACT partnerships have not madealnynpact in changing the way local
policing is governed or to working practices thelvsg. The main contribution of PACT lies
in its symbolic role of fostering greater communityolvement, particularly through using
public meetings, rather than actually deliveringhis symbolic role is further amplified and
consolidated through the meanings and represeatatactices that take place within the
operation of the public meetings. The final partha article uses an empirical example of a
PSNI presentation at a public meeting, to illugtitiiat public meetings provide PSNI officers
an arena where they can engage in dramaturgidarpgnces, from whictheir message

can be conveyed to the assembled audien€esegin with, however, it is appropriate to

provide an understanding of the overall structdrén® PACT model in Northern Ireland.

The Structure of PACT partnerships

In Northern Ireland, PACT is organised in distdgouncil wards, where each partnership
provides a single point of contact between the P&idl the public within each respective
ward? The official PACT guidance documents [34, 3Fat are disseminated to PSNI
officers identify the PACT model as the ‘minimunpexted standard means of community
engagement’ for the PSNI. In this sense, PACT ésnated as ‘neighbourhood focused’ and
‘neighbourhood owned’[37; 1], and as providing achranism that ‘give[s] focus for
identifying community concerns’, thus ‘encourago@nmunities and neighbourhoods to

identify and solve problems alongside the PSNI’; [BB]. PSNI engagement with PACT is

2 This data analysis draws on the work of Hall [8]particular the metaphorical concepts of encoding
decoding of preferred readings.

3 It is worthy of note that during the period ofghiesearch, PACT partnerships are now well estalisn
many council wards in Belfast, but, although theyiacreasing, they remain sporadic outside Beffaity
boundaries.

* Both documents are non-confidential internal P8hihing documents that are widely disseminateB S|
neighbourhood policing teams and are availableheninternet. In this case they were provided tohyea
respondent to the research.
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undertaken by the PSNI Neighbourhood Policing Te@#sTs) [37; 1]. NPTs were
established within the PSNI in April 2003so as a direct response to the ICP
recommendation “that neighbourhood policing teamgimpowered to determine their own
local priorities and set their own objectives, witthe overall annual policing plan and in
consultation with community representatives” [19]. /Recommendation 7 of the 25
Neighbourhood Policing Recommendatiosst out by the Northern Ireland Policing Board,
states that “each defined geographic neighbourhoagt have a dedicated and identifiable
officer or team of officers allocated ownership aasgponsibility for that defined geographic
neighbourhood” [34].

NPTSs, then, have been tasked with setting up PAQHdir respective locales, with
their official role being “to deliver effective canunity engagement by gaining an
understanding of the communities priorities andtwha residents feel are the most
important issues to improve their neighbourhood; [3]. Indeed, Recommendation 18 of the
25Neighbourhood Policing Recommendatistestes, "a neighbourhood consultative forum,
in keeping with the PACT model, should be establistvithin each neighbourhood. Existing
community engagement should be reviewed to estaiflibey meet the needs of each
defined geographic neighbourhood.”

The PACT partnership model involves PACT public tiregs and PACT panels [37;
1]. These take place together at two monthly irdkstvAs the guidance notes propose, the
public meeting format provides NPT officers thepoptunity to communicate with local
people’ and ‘enable low level, localised policisgues to be addressed together, through

partnership with communities’ [36: 2]. PACT pubiieeetings are based upon an ‘open’

® As a primary engagement tool, the idea of NP Teusded in the idea of ‘team policing’, first dewpkd in
Los Angeles, in the 1970s, under the police chidv&d Davis. See Harrison-Moore [10] and Herbet{.[1
They were rolled out under the auspices of the INegrhood Policing Programme (2006-08) as patef t
Labour governments policing reform programme. Thenid Office [16] committed itself to ensuring every
‘community would have a NPT’ by 2008.
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format, which places emphasis on encouraging puldicussion, where the agenda is
directed by the audienéeAny issues raised are then prioritised and takendrd to the

PACT panel, which assembles after the public mgelihe PACT panel is made up of
members of the local NPT, a mix of local commumépgresentatives, representatives of
statutory agencies with offices in the neighbouthamnd local politicians. The field work
documented that agencies and organisations suble aomen’s refuge, restorative justice
organisations, the local housing executive andl locancil representatives, such as the roads
service, and local politicians were all broughtettbger within PACT in Northern Ireland.

The role designated for the panel is to ‘allocatks$ and actions arising out of the
identified priorities’ [37: 1]. On this basis, & up to the panel members to decide upon how,
based upon the efficacy, reasonableness and apehtiability, the issues proposed should
be prioritised by the NPT or other agencies ifesuired’ The PACT guidance makes clear
that “the role of partners on the PACT panelasto make decisions on behalf of their
organisations but rather to ensure that the rightgn takes the right action” [36: 2, emphasis
added]. The underpinning premise of PACT is thahduld not be seen as ‘police initiatives’

[36: 5]. Figure 1 illustrates the PACT process.

® It is noteworthy that the PACT public meetingtisisturally close to the beat-fora style of pultieeting
popular in the United Sates where members of leemhbourhoods can offer their views unregulateissnes
that concern them, direct to local police officéviareover, a recent resurgence of the idea in Exgéand
Wales where, along with the rollout of the PACTtparships in some areas, a reinvigoration of public
meetings, in the form of ‘face-the-people’ sessitnas taken place as a means of making Crime agwatdir
Reduction Partnerships more accessible and acddaritathe public. Furthermore, the public meetsg
included, along with other participatory processeshe Home Office’s five primary engagement meiho
which include surgeries, face-to-face surveys, mnental visual audits and post cards, as hallsiank
community engagement [15].

" As the guidelines state, ‘joint action or be oiigation specific’ [37: 1].



PACT

PACT Fublic PACT panel outcomes to

be rcarried
forward

meeting (private)

Figure 1 The PACT partnership proct

The PACT pblic meetings visiteby the author during fieldwork were hetdcommunity
and church halls. In the spirit tife ‘community ownership’ ethggublic meetings ar
chaired by a member of the pul [37: 1]. The role of the chair is thanage the meetinc
encourage the participation of the audience amawesnyarising problems [@ 2].
However, in some of the meetinattended the chair was absent and a mewifoie NPT
chaired the meetingstead, suggesting that whmeetings may not bdirectly controlled by

the PSNI, the PSNI presence is overarching w them.

The development PACT in Northern Ireland

The PACT model haantecedents tit reach beyond Northern Irelandhd origin: of the
concept of PACTcan be traced back attempts to re-invigoratsommunity activism in th
United States during the mid-9@s, particularly during Bi Clinton's presidentic
administration (1992-2000T.he community activist agenda was closebnnected 1 the
writings of Putnam [38-40dnd other communitaria [7] who argued thathe 1¢70s and
1980s had been characterisedabiparked decline inivic participation in the US
particularly in the membershigf civic organisations, votingarticipation and politice
activism [40]. FurthermoreRutnam argue that changes in family structures, such ase

people living alonethe increase suburban sprawl and the increasing availabilitgtedag



electronic home entertainment were contributingdescto a marked decline in civic
participation; the main building block of strongced capital amongst communities [39-40].
He further argued [38: 113] that it was only thrbube invigoration and enhancement of
social capital within communities, and encouraghmgm to participate in civic life that, what
Etzioni called ‘community spirit’ could be invigdead [7: ix].

With the communitarian agenda in mind, the PACT atodith its strong partnership
ideal, offers a tool to invigorate locally baseditiggpative democracy and encourage civic
participation by increasing opportunities for ciis to engage in social networks, as
encouraged by Putnam [38, 40]. In this sense, tlestopns raised by Putnam and other
communitarian thinkers have gone a some way inénfting the appeal of PACT and its
growth in the United Kingdo?ramidst the recent Labour government’s (1997-2010)
conversion to the moral authoritarian communitaiiseal® However, it only tells part of the
story as to how PACT has come to provide a polidalip liaison mechanism within the
neighbourhoods of Northern Ireland.

There was broad agreement amongst the senior RiNhanders interviewed during
the research that the main thinking behind thedhiction of the PACT to Northern Ireland,
and the subsequent active promotion of the mod&3\I Headquarters, lies with the
PSNI's commitment to a community-policing model sa$ out in recommendation 44 of the
ICP on ‘Policing with the Community’ [19: 40-45] a&ll as the ICP’s recommendations to
have a community liaison mechanism in each aread4P PACT, therefore, holds a great
deal of symbolic capital for the PSNI, providingiaible example that the PSNI are engaging

and listening to the community. Moreover, the foeoemding of PACT also illustrates how

8 On this growth seehttp://www.westmercia.police.uk/pactttp://www.lancashire.police.uk/neighbourhood
http://www.alvechurch-village-society.org.uk/patt35], Hope [16] and Hughes [17-18].

® Indeed, the PACT partnership model sits nicelyhlie communitarian based ‘no rights without
responsibility’ discourse, which pervaded New Lat®(Respect Agenda’ [14].




the PSNI are addressing the ‘bread and butterlemgés of routine crime, rather than a
counter-insurgency role. From discussions undentakiéh senior PSNI officers it was made
clear that support for PACT within the upper echslof the PSNI is definitely influenced by

this thinking. As one PSNI area commander stated:

The introduction of PACT in the Belfast wards iflffuwwoherent with a policing
environment that is guided by the ICP. (PSNI AreenGander, May 2009)

PACT partnerships also have another more praciga¢al for PSNI area commanders in
that they provide a tool that can be utilised &pmnd to the pressure placed upon them to
achieve performance targets. The following extractsvide an overall flavour of the PSNI
attitudes towards the PACT partnerships:
They (PACT partnerships) are very welcome, theyhatping us (the PSNI) to
communicate with local people and keep them infarnvéh what we are doing in

their locality. If | am honest, | place a lot of portance on the PACT initiatives.
(PSNI Officer, November 2009)

The PACT partnership model? It's great, particyléne public meetings, they allow
us (the PSNI) to assure, inform, consult the putnidssues regarding to crime in
their areas. (PSNI Area Commander, September 2008)

If I am honest, | would place them (PACT) as farenimportant than other

partnerships, so yes, | place a lot of importancéhe PACT initiatives. (PSNI Area
Commander, September 2008)

In a similar light, evidence from conversationst tivare recorded during the fieldwork
suggests that the model also receives enthusgagiort from other participants. The
following extracts, taken from the field notes gaswghstance to the point:
They (PACT partnerships) certainly allow for ounzounity reps to meet the police
officers who can best serve their needs on a regalsis. (PACT Chair, November
2009)
I think, to put it simply, PACT provides an examplea local, community-led

partnership that is addressing community problenascelivering mutually agreed
programmes of intervention. (PACT Panel Member, &iolier 2009)



PACT is helping scope out problems and prioritiethe local communities...in the
case of PACT in my constituency, it has certairdipkd direct police response to
neighbourhood concerns and provided a way of dirgeesources allocation

decisions and ensuring that these are driven joqd@klfast Councillor, May 2009)

PACT is an experiment. | can say for one things itot about coming here and
scoring points against the police. We are tryinguid a genuine partnership... Our
aim is to look at issues affecting the communitg gackle them head on... We want
to develop a real partnership... They are goodhee a base from which to build
positive relationships between the police and tmaraunity... What we are doing
here is providing effective neighbourhood focusetiba plans and locally based
solutions to solve real issues. (PACT Chair, Noven2909)

However, a modicum of dissent was also present:
PACTs are okay in theory, but | don't think theylwiork over here, we have too
much going on already. We are still struggling ¢ DPPs [District Police
Partnerships] right. They are just another good fiem England. (PSNI Area
Commander, May 2009)
As regards to police and communities together, Idesgp getting the name wrong,
yes, its partners not police. It may well be polsethey are the only ones who bother
to come. In addition, the community are just coatuby the language that is used.
They actually want visible, recognisable policaadfs to communicate with on a
daily basis. PACT? Most of those in my communityndd understand what it means.
(Local Community Worker on PACT)
A number of factors then have driven the develogméRACT partnerships in Northern
Ireland. Primarily, however, and despite some dissbe appeal of the model for the PSNI
and other participants is that it provides a megmanvhere a broader community-orientated,
de-centralised and more accountable local policamgbe fostered. PACT opens up the PSNI
to public scrutiny and, thus provides a ‘networkhaob for various organisations, agencies
and citizens to come together and discuss crimeeptsn issues. This view is particularly

salient in the context of Northern Ireland whereréhis a history of circumspection about the

aims of public policing and debates surroundingléfggimacy of public policing [6, 19 and



30]. The following section explores a number of kesues that emerged from the fieldwork

undertaken at PACT public meetings in the Belfagt Council area.

Concernsand Limitations: Assessing PACT Public M eetings

In one PACT public meeting attended during fieldwarsparsely furnished church
community hall was half-filled by about 20 membefshe public. A large, white screen
projected ‘Welcome to Partners and Communities fragé Proceedings began with the
audience being invited to discuss their concerositrime and disorder issues in the area.
Each issue raised was placed on a board at thedféme hall and at the end of the meeting
each attendee was invited to place a post-it neéto the issue that they wanted prioritised.
Based upon this ranking, the audience was themm&d which of the issues would be taken
forward to the PACT panel. This formula is presedhbn the guidance documents [36] and
one that was witnessed repeatedly by the autH®A&IT meetings. It was also a formula that
was perceived as effective and successful in pirogithe community with a voice and
ownership of the process.

However, PACT public meetings also provide a soofaeriminal intelligence
gathering for the PSNI, as members of the publwipe details of their concerns to those
gathered. The police are highly dependent on inddion from the public in order to
investigate crime successfully and so these meepngyide a valuable stream of information
on crime which is then applied to the identificatf ‘problem areas’. In this respect, the
PSNI are fully integrated into the National Intgince Model and utilise a number of crime
mapping technologies to augment this functibwhile perhaps seeming innocuous, there

are some interesting implications at play here.df@, crime mapping enables law

10 As previously mentioned police services in the iH¢Juding the PSNI, cooperate within the contebNEM.
For the PSNI “District command units must ensugg tieighbourhood concerns and community intelligenc
area central component of their NIM process” [#&ammendation 21].
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enforcement agencies such as the police to idemdilghbourhoods that require ‘resources
put in’. In other words, it orders the prioritisiageas of high crime that require particular
police attentiort! Manning provides an articulation of the concept:

Crime mapping is a family of techniques designegddther information on the

temporal, spatial and social aspects of crime (olées, victims, and their social

characteristics such as race, class, age and gendescribe their patterning... and

direct police resources in order to reduce theléewkcrime shown. [28: 4]
Crime mapping has allowed police services in thetblidssemble intelligence data from the
different partners involved in crime reduction aadmprove targeting and resource
deployment [13]. This function is particularly salt given the influence of the National
Intelligence Model which coordinates intelligenaeass the UK police services. In the
language of crime mapping, areas are designatémaspots’, referring to visible clusters of
high crime [28: 18]. If used appropriately crimeppang can assist in problem-solving,
however, used erroneously it can produce poliogratiwn and result in the displacement
effect of pushing crime into other areas [26]. Rarf the notion of hot spots can reduce crime
to matters of technicality, with the reasons whg ¢ime might occur or why crime might be
clustered within certain areas ignored.

The PSNI have incorporated the ‘hot spot’ conceft their everyday language, and
frequently utilise the term in their statisticabpentations at PACT public meetings. The
effect of highlighting ‘hotspots’ as risk-laden asds that wards are consequently divided

into geographical ‘good’ and ‘bad’ areas, basedlgain the prevalence of crime; again

without consideration of why crime might be hightitose area¥. These areas can become

" The technological side of crime mapping and subsetanalysis involves consulting a wide range of
methods, including computerised software such aIB®AT which was developed by the NYPD in 1995 but
also more conventional means of policing suchaisitig with elements of the public [28, 1].

2 |ndeed, in policing terms, such geographical Sjmeation of crime is not new. As Manning [28] fon@ has
noted, geographical crime maps were first usedriataenth century London and were more frequeniliged

in Chicago form the 1920s. Moreover, in Northerldnd, the RUC also utilised a mapping system &stch
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identified as geographical areas of risk to outsidand result in the labelling and

stigmatisation of all those who reside in thesglmeourhood as troublemakers [45].

Assessing the outcomes of PACT public meetings
Figures 2 &3, drawn from published meeting minuggsyide an understanding of the types

of issues raised at PACT public meetings.

areas of high concentrations of sectarian conflictas were designated, white, grey and red axéths;ed
being the most hostile areas for police presence.
12



Victoria Neighbourhood Area

PANEL AGREED PRIORITIES

29" September 2009 at 8.00pm in Heyn Hall, St Mark’s Church, Holywood Road, Belfast

Priority Action Name Timescale Resources Progress
1 Police to referto | Constable Boyd | 2 Weeks Victoria
Damage to NIE Neighbourhood
wooden door at Policing Team.
electricity sub | Police to carry out
station at patrols & include
Belmont in anti-social
Presbyterian behaviour
Chruch, operations.
Sydenham
Avenue.
2 Police to speak to | Constable Boyd | By next meeting Local
Damage to gate | owner of property Neighbourhood
- not renorted to | and investigate as Officer
poiice at known | necessary. Area
number in to be included in
o NP 1a 1
behaviour ops.
3 NPT officer to Constable Boyd | By next meeting Local
School children | check the location Neighbourhood
smoking at for this, and Officer

Figure 2: Published minutes from a Belfast base@€PAneeting (Sep, 2009)
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PANEI AGREED PRIORITIES

a Ty

29" September 2009 at 8.00pm in Heyn Haii, St Mark’s Church, Holywood Road, Beifast

Narmont Park / | advise ihe
Holywood Road | relevant school if

necessary
S0

-
- 0

essary
4 BCC to followup | Yvonne irvine, By next meeting Beifast City
Unclean path - :To be referred to | Relfast City Council cleansing
[H Y P T Iy P P alfaat Nit.. Sl | o VP Ir P Ty - oy
nuer anu uvy Dellﬂbl blly \aUuIIbII wveparunenu mn
dirt at Black Council cleansing liason with

path at the Department and to Translink and
bottom of Kyie | Tra Dept of Rurai
Cérant laadi n Nauvalanman *
Street, Deg Development.

=

i

ourhood
r to hacve

e Prevention

Figure 3: Published minutes from a Belfast base@Peeting (Sep, 2009)

As well as providing a window into the meetingggé visuals direct us to some interesting
points of discussion. In the first instance, thegmcupation with ‘quality of life’ and
somewhat mundane issues is striking. Apart fromgbee of domestic burglary, which is
identified at point 5 in figure 3, the main issuleglve damage to a substation door, damage
to a gate, school children smoking and dog foulByecific attention will now be paid to the
issue of ‘school children smoking’ and what thigewle alerts us to with regard to matters

concerning local neighbourhoods.
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This example suggests what behaviour those attgmiblic meetings perceive as
important in respect of the profile of the neightfmod. Innes’ work on ‘signal crimes’ [20-
22] provides an important point of reference h&ignal crimes are those activities which
indicate or ‘signal’ to a community that they ateigk. Innes explains how people’s
perceptions of what constitutes crime and disowd#Tin their neighbourhood shape their
broader view of how well the police are performthgir functions. Innes also contends that
this helps explain how in some areas higher levkthsorder are tolerated, but in other areas
low levels of disorder or isolated incidents ar¢ @fucharacter and are seen as intolerable [2].

Therefore, PACT partnerships are well placed totifie ‘signal’ issues in particular
areas, and offer solutions to some local issuaticpkarly for those who partake in the public
meetings (see below). In this sense, PACT publietmgs provide a forum or outlet whereby
the public can identify the local issues affectihgir feelings of safety in their daily lives and
provide the PSNI a forum at which solutions camnyelemented and people can be
reassured.

That said, the above example also illustratestti@PSNI are often placed in the
position of offering ‘security solutions’ to thesenor problems of disorder, which in any
other circumstances might otherwise be dealt wytbbther organisations. Striking in figures
2 and 3 is the fact that the PSNI provide the nigjorf solutions, not any of the other
partners, effectively making them the main powekbr in the process. It raises the question,
therefore, as to whether partnership policing édlyebeing extended across local
communities or just extending public policing inbevning’ more issues. It is a problem is
highlighted by a PSNI area commander:

You know, when the council haven't fixed the striggitting or cut back the

hedgerows or the housing association have not bdard empty houses it us they
call. (PSNI Area Commander, September 2009)

15



Also, PACT public meetings are the only regularlmutorums that take place on such a
micro-local level. If the police dominate these tirggs then solutions formulated through the
lens of security are an inevitable consequence.
As | said before, the PSNI are the only ones whoecto the meetings on a regular
basis. But, others only seem to come to meetingenvit suits them. Thus, it is only
the PSNI who appear keen to get involved in soldngproblems. (Belfast
Councillor, May 2009)
Overall then, what is discernable so far in thialgsis is that PACT public meetings might
be providing a sense of what the social ills ofribeghbourhood are, but the prominent role
of the police means that outcomes might furthesobdate security and crime prevention as

central ‘catch all’ concepts from which all natafeproblems can be viewed and potentially

solved.

Representativeness of Public meetings

A concern with PACT public meetings was that pgsaton at them was found to be
invariably unreflective of the demographics of tespective council wards where they took
place. By contrast, audiences were only represeatat a small fraction of local
populations. As well as being low in number, thegrevskewed in terms of age and class,
with public meetings often made up of well-dressees, over the age of 38This raises a
number of concerns. Firstly, can accountabilityhi® ‘community’ be claimed if the issues
that arose at public meetings are only the conaafrttse few who attend? Secondly, if
attendance only reflects an active few, then PAGHlip meetings may only be serving to
represent parochial rather than broader intergststher words, they only offer a barometer

of intolerance within these neighbourhoods of pessunsavoury acts, rather than

13 Similar results have been found in other socidiieSkogan [44] and Terpstra [45]. Skogan [44], rtiest
prominent exponent of public/police liaison meckams in North America, consistently finds that papetion
in such mechanisms is consistently skewed towaiddlenclass males.

16



providing a general measure of criminal activitydeed, if the mood of some of the public
meetings that were attended by the author are takes as a barometer of attitudes, one
increasingly comes to the conclusion that theeedsveloping anger towards a select
disruptive minority, who are accused of lackingsensibility’ or ‘respect’ for their
community [41].

No doubt, for those who do attend, the presendkeopolice in their neighbourhoods
does provide a feeling of security in what Crawfé&rdister [4] have called ‘bonding
capital’, where public meetings unite and ‘bindetiger’ those with similar interests and
mindsets. However, while public meetings providease of what the social ills and security
issues are in particular neighbourhoods, questiers to be asked as to whether public

meetings are representative of these concerns.

Preventing Burglary in the Home

A final critique of PACT public meetings can be reatirough a consideration of a PSNI
presentation made at a public meeting attendedgltiie fieldwork. The subject of the
presentation centred on highlighting the thregireflatory burglars, and what steps the
public could take to reduce the opportunities fatsevents. The following field note extract
illustrates some of the examples that were given:

Lock your cat flaps. There are Fagin type charadtaat use children to do burglaries
and who will crawl through the flaps... Do not macmur name and address on your
holiday baggage. Thes$gpesare going to airports, reading your baggage |adneds
then going and robbing your house... Do not leau# Ysat-nav' holders in your car...
Do not leave your car running, de-icing, whilst ygaiback in the house, deeywill
steal your car... Do not leave your keys near et fdoor; thieves are using fishing
rods and coat hangers to fish them off key hooks.not allow postal worker to
leave parcels in your garden. (Belfast PACT Puldieeting November 2009)
(emphasis added)
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In trying to unravel the underpinning rationaletlut presentation a number of inferences
can be made. Firstly, the audience are expectbdli®ve the truth of what was being
conveyed. The examples above were accompanieditpytly managed and staged
performance, which seemed to be aimed at conveyaniicular meanings to the audience.
But, these meanings are derived, in part, from tiemaudience decode what they are being
told [27: 28]. The inference here is that audierdmgelop complex beliefs about crime from
direct and indirect images, which play an importaté in shaping how they react to future
events and acts, even if they have no direct expeei of them [43]. In this case no
supporting evidence was given to substantiate attyeoexamples given, nor was any
attempt made to educate the audience about thelyindecauses of crime or why it might
happen.

Secondly, presentations such as these may beesnpatto re-responsibilise the
citizenry into looking after themselves, and, tliere, be less reliant on the public police.
But, the main point derived from the presentatparticularly from watching the faces and
expressions of the other members of audience, ey highlighting these representations
of burglary the fear of crime in the audience appédo be exacerbated. They looked shaken
by the stories, which seemed to purvey a sensdatiiag victim to burglary or property theft
is an everyday and regular occurrence for mostlpe&upich fears about crime are not
isolated. Indeed, 65% reported to the Northerrair@ICrime Survey that they believed levels
of crime had risen in Northern Ireland between 2806d 2008 [31].

By contrast, according to figures from the sameeyrthe risk of being a victim of
crime has been consistently falling; a trend thatingruent with the rest of the UK.

Moreover, the risk of being a victim of crime in ftleern Ireland remains lower at 13.8%

14 1f we compare British Crime Survey’s data for 19885, it illustrates that crime has halved in thatiod
(see the Home Office Statistical Bulletin, 2005).
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than in England and Wales where it stands at 2238} Although caution must be
exercised in the use of any statistical evidenganding crime rates [12, 27: 290, 25 and
46]", there is clearly a difference between the likedith of victimisation and the fear of
victimisation. That said, it is also the case ttrane and victimisation is often concentrated
in small neighbourhood areas which report higheelof crime and victimisation than
officially collected survey data [5]. This may,fimany respects, provide some foundation for
the PSNI to premise such a presentation.

However, the point here is that it is clear tha ¢hances of becoming victim to an
opportune thief or predatory burglar, such as engkamples given in the presentation, is
subject to an array of complex variables, whichen@mply not conveyed in the presentation.
PACT partnerships and NPTs should have an importé@to play in reassuring nervous
communities about local crime issues, rather tlaaveying information about the
prevention of volume crimes. This presentationriiti however, present a key message of
reassurance, but one that seeks to encode a pattargrim and scary world, where burglary
and theft are premised as pervasive and regulamr@es for everybody. This creates a sort
of myth-making, where constructed images, narratalgout crime and dominant
assumptions around the imagery of criminality armeced. On another level, imagery of
criminal types are portrayed, situations and abeg®me identified as places of risk resulting
in the labelling and stigmatisation of all thossatissed, such as the young [45]. It also takes
the mind of the receiver away from other, perhapsenpressing, local issu&lf we
reconsider figures 2 and 3, burglary did featutg,dther, more mundane disorder related

issues took preference. The concentration in fgbkilhg the dangers of becoming a victim of

15 Ellison & Shirlow [5: 10] reported that 55.69% @ime went unreported in the inner city area off&sl
which they surveyed.

16 Such contentions are also supported by evidewoe fecent NICS [31] data which reported that 68% of
people living in areas with a high level of antewt behaviour exhibit a low confidence in policirRecent
evidence also suggests that anti-social behavigpears to be a significant contributor to the ‘feacrime’ in
urban areas [5 and 42].
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volume crime such as burglary work in a paradoxicahner, particularly through the
possible effect of heightening the fear of crimetigh the dramatisation of the experiences
of crime by elaborating extreme case studies.

However, with the PSNI facing a pervasive perfanoeatarget regime, the
presentation might be a means of prioritising mitinds of the audience key performance
targets such as reducing burglary. It gives littiasideration though to how audiences
decode such presentations. On the other hand, pnesentations also provide an opportunity
to emphasise the pressing need for the reductisnaif crimes! But the problem here is
that by asserting measurable volume crimes thdi/thlei emphasis away from ‘local
solutions to local problems.’ [8]

Overall, the scenarios presented in the exampkngiabove can be regarded in what
Manning termed, ‘expressive communication’; wheteasions are made significant and
meaningful in order to convince audiences of i$htiulness [27: 23-24]. As Manning
argues, the police often see themselves in an@gwisle to the public, co-opting friendly
elements into fighting crime with them and estdfifig the symbolic rationale of ‘crime

fighting’ [27: 326].

Conclusion

PACT public meetings offer the PSNI a forum foredirface-to-face interaction with the
public and other local groups to discuss local erand disorder issues. The idea is to
promote a plural approach to police decision-makinaj is situated in a clear attempt to shift

the emphasis away from conflict related prioriti®aden engagement with policing in local

"It is noteworthy that since the research was cafezlithe PSNI was responding to the issue of astako
behaviour, as illustrated in its rising in prominerwithin the key community safety and policinggits. For
instance, the PSNI have a target of reducing imt&lef anti-social behaviour by 5% in the 2007-2@blcing
plan. Moreover, anti-social behaviour is now a ptyan the Public Service Agreement targets fod2.1,
which seeks a reduction of anti-social behavioul$% over this period [32].
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neighbourhoods and extend police accountabilihéocommunity. In this respect,
throughout the research for this article, the galrfeeling that was conveyed from the PACT
public meetings was that this type of police/pukligagement is fully commensurate with
the vision and spirit of the ICP [19].

Based upon the evidence presented here, the sdpptre PACT partnership model
emanating from the upper echelons of the PSNI gagsanimportant symbolic tool to
legitimate change in policing. But the meetingsespo be nothing more substantial than
either a managerial innovation to guide the workBfTs or a crime-mapping tool to gather
information on local crime. The systems are cois@by the overarching presence of the
guidance documents, and, therefore, these publtings are perhaps having little impact on
the everyday practices of the PSNI.

The article also illustrated that the public megsiprovide a forum whereby the
public can identify and communicate to the PSNI lewel disorder or ‘signal crimes’. In this
sense, the meetings have the potential to acspa@ where information and knowledge is
exchanged and reassurance can be provided by NRiiigh consideration of the published
minutes of a PACT panel it was noted how many efisisues that are brought up at public
meetings are rather prosaic and hard to measwesis§he problem highlighted here,
however, is that the PSNI are often brought indal dvith issues that could, and possibly
should, be dealt with by other authorities. In &ddi poor attendances at PACT public
meetings meant that the problems brought to pubdietings cannot be considered broadly
representative of local neighbourhoods. Therefioig,insufficient to rely on public meetings
alone to act as a barometer of consent for potiterawithin these locales. Despite these

problems, public meetings are not redundant; ratier should be used along with other
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methods to ensure the PSNI canvass the wider cortyrfantheir views in an as inclusive a
manner as possibfé.

Finally, the article also provides an example oi/f@oPACT public meeting was used
to encode a preferred reading by the PSNI in thmmance of reducing domestic burglary,
and the role the public can play in its reductiornthis sense, encoding of preferred messages
was undertaken through a PSNI presentation, witiségs argued, involved a dramaturgical
performance. The point of this example was totitate the potential that public meetings
provide for the police to make impressions on autks and utilise their expertise in security
to prioritise key crimes, in this case domesticgtanies. The argument was also made
however, that despite what was intended this psopesduces a paradoxical problem,
whereby the presentation also exacerbated the razedieanxiety about the fear of crime and
perhaps affirmed common assumptions about theeafwriminality.

Much of what has been reported here has some @aralith other work that has been
researched in other jurisdictions [24, 25, 43, dd 46]. Unfortunately, it appears the case
that PACT initiatives as a whole, do exhibit somhé¢he same shortcomings that were
reported in these studies, particularly the faat ACT, like other partnership policing and
crime preventative initiatives is a supplementailvityg for the police. Nonetheless, it should
be added, that despite the concerns reported $mree senior PSNI officers, as well as some
politicians that were interviewed see the PACT nhadeboth essential and beneficial to
policing in Northern Ireland. They claim the falat as such meetings are ‘open’ to all is
enough to establish them as an accountability nmesimafor local police operations as well
as providing a valuable addition to the provisiomore democratic governance of policing.

In drawing a final conclusion, the PACT partnersimipdel remains in a developmental stage

18 One might consider, for example, community TV reie, particularly in health centres, public builgs
and even in supermarkets and petrol stations teréide and encourage engagement [3].
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in Northern Ireland, and in these early days orgetbde cautious of pigeon holing PACT in

the ‘nothing works’ category.
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