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funding must be sufficient to keep London safe
during the extreme pressures of next year’s
Olympics. The financial plan may be set, but “in
my experience,” he told the Home Affairs Select
Committee, “you are forever revisiting budgets.
There is no such thing as a perfect plan”.

He is reluctant to give his policing style a “zero
tolerance” tag. He told MPs it was one of focus
and detail: “Pay attention to the small things and
the big things fall into place.”

The focus on reducing antisocial behaviour by
concentrating on repeat victims and offenders was
a partnership approach with local authorities and
other organisations around Liverpool. “The impor-
tant ingredient was agreeing on setting a target,”
he says. “If you look around the country, every-
body seems to think that antisocial behaviour is
getting worse and will never get better. We said
that, number one, we would measure it and, sec-
ond, we would get it down. 

“I am not saying you have to measure every-
thing, that you have to have performance indica-
tors coming out of your ears, but if you think
something is important you ought to find out how
much of it there is, and then make sure you
reduce it. 

“Getting that joint approach across local authori-
ties, all the policing partners and within the police
service itself is important. You have got to be posi-
tive. You can’t be defeatist and say it will always
get worse. We are going to do something about it." 

Londoners can expect that collective approach.
He has called a strategy meeting with the Home
Office and London council leaders for the end of
October. 

“I am trying to set a tone to encourage people to
stop crime happening, to catch criminals and to
help victims,” he says, and he has an ally in former
New York and Los Angeles police chief Bill Bratton
who told MPs on his recent visit that “you can’t
arrest your way out of problems” – solutions come
from the partnerships police are able to form.

Hogan-Howe’s Merseyside challenge was to
raise performance from reasonably good to excel-
lent, but “there were areas in which I thought it
could be far better,” he says. Number one was as
simple as answering the telephone, with the force
42nd out of 43 in England and Wales for slow
response times. 

“Every night, people would ring wanting help
and expecting the phone answered. Basics – you
expect someone to do something about it. The
second basic is obviously when you have
answered the phone you had better make sure you
do something about it. You have to respond on

“We seized 45,000 vehicles off the road which
were uninsured, untested or untaxed, or where the
driver was unlicensed. In 40 per cent of cases, we
would either crush the vehicle or sell it – and that
raised £1.1m for the police service.”

Scanners were used in Liverpool city centre to
check for knives. By the time he left the job in
2009, the city’s crime was at an all-time low. But
Hogan-Howe is acutely aware that any police
force, whether Merseyside or the Met, can win
only with the trust of the public and a capability
to “lead a service that criminals will fear, and staff
will be proud to work for”. He says: “The public
have to believe we are on their side and this is as
much about symbolism as reality” – a message
he admits sounds like rhetoric but one that has
“spirit behind it”.

Politics, whether at a national level or in London
with Mayor Boris Johnson, has a unique bearing
on the top job at the Met, but Hogan-Howe states
firmly that he has no intention of playing a politi-
cal game. “I am paid to be a policeman,” he says.
“I took over in Merseyside in 2004 and we started
fighting crime and cutting costs long before it was
‘popular’, and not because the government said
you’d got to do it.” His success suggested that
more effective tactics and deployment – not more
officers – was the key. Recorded crime fell by a
third over four years, the best figures in the coun-
try, and the Home Office was duly impressed.

That said, he has reminded MPs that police

London’s police authority, local government,
community organisations and police
officers of all ranks are probably currently

being asked “If you were police commissioner
what would you do differently?” It is the question
Bernard Hogan-Howe asked of Merseyside
when he took over as chief constable there seven
years ago. 

The new Metropolitan Police Commissioner
recalls: “It was amazing the coincidence of
things they thought needed doing. That helped
produce our initial blueprint at Merseyside. I got
10 big things and said ‘right, we are going to sort
those out.’” Every year thereafter, that blueprint
was published.

Those targets represent “10 things we promise
we are going to deliver better tomorrow than
yesterday. Sometimes a better occupational
health unit, sometimes better customer service –
promises made to be kept”. 

I suspect Hogan-Howe is doing something sim-
ilar now at the Met and across London. He has
already been on his new beat announcing his
three “simple aims” as commissioner, wanting
the Met “to cut crime, costs and continue to
develop the culture of the organisation, and to do
all that based on simple but important values of
humility, transparency and integrity”.

After the resignation of his two predecessors
and a public perception that policing has been los-
ing the plot, the appointment of a no-nonsense,
back-to-basics coppers’ cop, uncompromising on
crime, and a believer in proactive have-a-go polic-
ing, could be seen as coming in the nick of time.

“Total” is one of his favourite words. Within
days of taking up his new command he outlined a
“total policing” priority, a “total war” on crime and
“total support” for victims of crime – as on
Merseyside. “I want us to tackle issues as a team,”
he says. “Two days in 28 I want us to have a tar-
geted operation. If we all concentrate on it around
the Met on the same day it has more impact.”

His pledges include taking on the capital’s binge
drinking problems, developing specialist gang-
busting squads, flooding the streets with thou-
sands of officers in crackdowns on targeted
crimes, such as illegal drivers, while seizing thou-
sands of uninsured vehicles. 

That is a Merseyside success he aims to trans-
plant. “What I found was that the power was there
in the force, and some good officers were using it,
but as an organisation we weren’t. We used (vehi-
cle seizures) as a tactic to deprive criminals of
their mobility and to keep uninsured drivers off
the road.

I am not saying you have to
measure everything, that you
have to have performance
indicators coming out of
your ears, but if you think
something is important you
ought to find out how much
of it there is, and then make
sure you reduce it

A MEASURED 
APPROACH TO POLICING



WWW.PUBLICSERVANT.CO.UK WWW.PUBLICSERVICE.CO.UK

FIRST PERSON | PUBLICSERVANT 15NOVEMBER 2011

‘I am paid to be a policeman,’ the new Metropolitan Police Commissioner
Bernard Hogan-Howe, tells Lynda King Taylor, as he explains why political
games have no role to play in his drive to rebuild the brand reputation of
the Met and make it ‘the best in the world’

time, and we were only doing that probably two
thirds of the time.

“So, for me, our reputation was leaking through
the back door every night that people were ring-
ing us to try and get help, and yet we seemed to
be failing them. The first year to 18 months was
spent getting what I would call the bread and but-
ter stuff sorted out.” 

Merseyside progressed to second place in the
country for the speed of its telephone response
times and became the first force to win the presti-
gious WOW national customer service award.

The force also topped the charts for the visibility
of its policing. “We bought fewer cars, paid less
overtime and we employed fewer people in per-
sonnel. We squeezed the support side and put the
money into the bit that we all say we need to do –
back-to-basics policing.” 

He may well also continue his policy of keeping
in touch with the opinions of his officers. Through
regular intranet forums, every member of the
organisation had their say, direct to the chief. “Of
course, sometimes you get grievances – people
have got personal gripes – but at the end of the
day what it reveals is that the local management
probably haven’t got stuck into things as they
should or could have,” he says. “They need to
know, so all feedback is sent back by me to local
management to try to resolve.

“One of the most important benefits achieved is
that somebody will come up with some really
good ideas and say ‘isn’t it about time we did
this’; ‘did you know it was going wrong’; ‘if we
only did that it would sort this out.’”

It is hands-on leadership aimed at addressing
his concern that the police have become distant,
both physically and culturally, from those they are
supposed to serve. He may have academic creden-
tials from Oxford, Cambridge and Sheffield uni-
versities and a spell as an HM Inspector of
Constabulary, but it is the Yorkshireman’s grasp of
essential policing that equips him best for the
unique role of running the Met.

Bernard Hogan-Howe must rebuild the brand
reputation of the Met and make it, as he pledges,
“the best in the world” – and along the way deliv-
er a safe Olympics. Can he do it? After the series
of morale-sapping controversies and sudden
departures from top posts, the mayor and many
more recognise that London and its police must
finally pull together.

Lynda King Taylor is the author of The
Future for Policing – Rhetoric Reform
Reality to be published shortly 

HOGAN-HOWE: “our reputation
was leaking through the back

door every night that people
were ringing us to try and get

help, and yet we seemed to be
failing them”
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Public service reform must be
driven first of all by the inter-
ests of the public, says polic-

ing minister Nick Herbert, and to
that end, from November next year,
policing in England and Wales will be
overseen by locally elected police
and crime commissioners (PCCs). 

They will make policing more
accountable and more responsive,
says the minister, through a chorus
that still sounds more disaffected
than delighted at the prospect.

Parliament has gained conces-
sions to this flagship reform, provid-
ing a slightly better balance between
the respective powers of the new
commissioners, scrutiny panels and
chief constables.
Commissioners will give
the public a stronger
voice while protecting
the operational inde-
pendence of the police,
says Herbert.

The reform reflects the
government’s determina-
tion to empower the pub-
lic, to boost transparency,
create strong accountabil-
ity and remove bureau-
cracy, he maintains. The debate is
over, parliament has spoken and it is
now time to focus on transition to the
new system. “We cannot contract out
political leadership or funk the big
challenges which must be grasped,”
he told the annual conference of the
Police Foundation, an organisation
that serves as a bridge between pub-
lic, policing and government.

The bridge-builders listened in
near-silence, finding their voice only
when former Metropolitan Police

Commissioner Lord Peter Imbert
offered resistance on the grounds
that political commissioners are
bound to interfere with operational
decisions. That’s what politicians do. 

“Since the draft bill was first pub-
lished we have been assured and
reassured by ministers that the elect-
ed PCCs would not interfere with
police operations – we had nothing
to worry about. And yet suddenly
they realise that a protocol is needed
to ensure they don’t,” says Lord
Imbert.

He pointed out that a visiting
politician to the House of Lords had
admitted to him: “Of course we are
going to get involved in operational

decisions, we are politicians. That’s
our nature. We are politicians
because we want to have our say. It’s
our business to get involved."

“A Tory Home Secretary, Sir
Robert Peel, laid down the abiding
principle that police must be impar-
tial. Now we have a Tory Home
Secretary and government threaten-
ing to throw the principle of political
neutrality and impartiality on the
scrap heap,” says Imbert. 

“At a time of public protest, as we

witnessed with the student and
trades union marches and sometimes
violent demonstrations, we (the
police) must not only be politically
impartial but, importantly, must be
seen to be politically neutral. How
can that be achieved if there is a per-
son elected on a party political ticket,
and owing loyalty to a political party,
pulling the strings (and they will try
to pull the strings) at the top of the
organisation?” 

Lord Imbert describes the policy
as “madcap” and even “dangerous”.
“Is it not arrogant that a Home
Secretary and government should
think they can improve on Peel’s
ideas and scrap his principles of

policing that have been an
exemplar, envied and emu-
lated by countries all over
the world for this past 200
years? They want to be seen
as a reforming government.
As I said in my short offering
in the House of Lords recent-
ly, to find the meaning of the
word ‘reform’ one should
perhaps look under the verb
‘to ruin’.

“We certainly can't afford
to go back to the financial misman-
agement of the Labour administra-
tion,” he adds, “but this government
is pushing people to the limit. They
seem to have ignored the fact that 65
per cent of those asked in a recent
YouGov poll didn't want PCCs and
only 15 per cent did.” 

The second phase of reform will
see a focus on “the most valuable
asset in policing – its people”, says
Nick Herbert. It is important to
have a frank debate about lessons

to be learnt (from phone hacking,
resignations at the top of the Met,
relationships with the press and
police conduct elsewhere), particu-
larly around “how openness rein-
forces integrity and is the ultimate
guarantor of the values we need at
the top of policing”.

This debate should be conducted
without rancour or defensiveness, he
told the Police Foundation. “It is the
responsibility of politicians to hold
public services to account, to ensure
proper arrangements for governance
and to ensure that operational lead-
ers are equipped to meet contempo-
rary challenges.”

The government is currently con-
sidering its response to Peter
Neyroud’s review of police leadership
and training, but the minister is clear
that the destination should be a new
professional body for training, stan-
dards and leadership. 

After setting out a need for fairness,
to the public and to officers, in any
new system of police pay and condi-
tions, Tom Winsor’s second report on
police pay and conditions is due in the
new year. His work is intended to “map
the way forward for policing over the
medium and long term. It represents
an opportunity for change which
comes only once every 25/30 years”,
Herbert told the conference. “That
opportunity must not be missed.”

“The minister spoke with convic-
tion,” reflects Roger Graef who
chaired the conference. “But there’s
high anxiety facing police. The
upheaval, combined with what I see
as unrealistic public and political
expectations, could prove a thorny
road for chiefs and managers.”

Ministers claim elected police
commissioners will make

policing more accountable and
more responsive – but who

wants them? Certainly not one
distinguished former Met

Commissioner. Lynda King Taylor
looks at some of the arguments

around controversial reform

Building bridges or pulling strings?

Is it not arrogant that a Home Secretary
and government should think they can
improve on Peel’s ideas and scrap his
principles of policing that have been an
exemplar, envied and emulated by
countries all over the world for this past
200 years?


