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‘Getting tough’ on crime has been a political priority in policing terms for many years, and in many jurisdictions. In contemporary New Zealand, this has meant giving police greater resources and enhanced legal powers deemed necessary to more effectively respond to escalating crime threats. Police numbers have risen consistently during previous years and government has pledged that this trend will continue over the next few years. Furthermore, police powers to deal with crime problems relating to gangs, for example, are set to be enhanced such that surveillance powers are extended and gang fortifications can be raided more easily. Many of these proposals will be difficult put into practice, the paper argues, and are unlikely to address underlying problems of crime and insecurity. The paper concludes that ‘get tough’ stances actually evade the really difficult questions about the role of the police in preventing and responding to crime.
In NZ ‘getting tough’ on crime has become a mantra adopted by many political parties and is not associated with left or right wing, mainstream or minor parties. As in other jurisdictions, politicians from across the spectrum have sought political capital from adopting a tough on crime stance. New left governments, Clinton and Blair particularly associated, have reshaped the politics of law and order such that tough on crime is a non-negotiable component of ‘the third way’ for centre left parties, as well as continuing as a more familiar component of conservative politics. In this review of some of the research evidence it is argued that the apparent ‘toughness’ of contemporary political policy – not just associated with the National Party – actually evades some of the most important questions and challenges in responding to crime in contemporary society.
Current government proposals in NZ to reduce parole, tighten bail, increase imprisonment and implement zero tolerance policing are the latest examples of attempts to get tough on crime, but follow on from rapidly increased prison numbers and a large rise in police numbers overseen by previous Labour administrations. Current National Party (National Party, 2008) proposals for policing include:
· recruit 1,000 extra police officers by the middle of 2009, and achieve a police-to-population ratio of 1:500 by the end of 2011;

· increase the number of sworn police by recruiting 224 new police officers on top of the present recruitment plan;

· commit all the 600 new sworn police officers to general duty roles: put 50 more police cars on our streets; provide a priority boost of 300 new frontline police to Counties Manukau by the end of 2010, put 25 more police cars on the streets of South Auckland;

· roll out Canterbury’s persistent-offender programme, which targets crime families, to other districts, subject to a positive evaluation of the trial;

· encourage police to develop and expand 'Reassurance Policing' programmes, work more closely with local communities to set and tackle local crime priorities, and reinvigorate Neighbourhood Watch schemes;

· ensure that road safety policing concentrates on preventing accidents by focusing on drivers and areas (e.g. blackspots) most at risk.

While appointing additional police has become something of a political virility test it is not clear that raising the number of officers necessarily makes much difference to crime rates. As the graph shows, police numbers have risen in recent years, but recorded crime rates, although lower overall, have rather fluctuated during the same period. Over the whole period, 1999-2007, it is clear that the recorded crime rate has fallen and that police numbers have risen. However, between 2001-03 officer numbers rose by 4% and crime rates by 5% and between 2005-07, officer numbers rose 8% and recorded crime by 7%. The relationship between officer numbers and recorded crime is unclear. Considering the relationship is made difficult, for example, since greater numbers of officers might increase opportunities for crime to be reported, and recorded, such that more officers leads to more crime known to the police. 
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The British experience in recent years is similarly inconclusive. Police numbers have consistently risen and reached a peak in 2006 having increased steadily since the turn of the century. During the same period offences per 10,000 of the population have fallen, sharply risen and, latterly, decreased to a level similar to the year 2000.
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There are operational difficulties in getting more officers on the streets. Even if 300 additional staff can be recruited into south Auckland this extra resource needs to be trained and equipped, and supervised by senior sergeants, who also have to be recruited and trained. The nature of shift work, training requirements, and the abstraction of officers away from front-line duties has led the British Home Office (PA Consulting Group, 2001) to calculate that five officers have to be recruited for one additional member of staff to be on patrol at any point. On that basis, 300 officers deployed to Manakua might mean that only 60 are operationally ‘on the street’ at any moment. Crawford et al’s (2003) study of public response to additional staff found that satisfaction fell even after greater numbers were deployed since the improved staffing levels did not meet the enhanced public expectations of more visible patrol.

Even if more police are recruited and deployed, the evidence suggests that there is little positive relationship between the number of officers and crime rates. Clark and Hough (1984) suggested that ‘a patrolling policeman in London could expect to pass within 100 yards of a burglary in progress once every 8 years – but not necessarily to catch the burglar, or even realize that a crime was taking place’. Police patrol has become more focused than the traditional random model reviewed by Clark and Hough, but the evidence is still mixed when it comes to considering effectiveness on crime rates. More recently, McGarrell, (et al, 2000) considered the impact of different patrol initiatives on crime rates in Indianapolis. The study considered targeted police patrols in two high-crime areas (North area and East area) over a 90-day period starting in July 1997. In the former area there were considerable reductions in violent firearm-related offending: a 29 per cent reduction in firearms related offences; a 40 per cent reduction in aggravated assault and armed robbery and a reduction in homicides, down from 7 to 1. However, in the East area, where new resources were deployed on deterrence routine patrol, no discernible impact on violent crime.

Perhaps the most famous claims for a ‘blue revolution’ in police patrol is that associated with zero tolerance policing in New York in the 1990s. Policing initiatives associated with Rudolph Guilliani and Commissioner Bill Bratton were based on more than a return to police patrol, but increasing numbers was an important component of zero-tolerance policing. During the mid-1990s crime fell by 37 per cent, homicide by 50 per cent (Bratton, 1997). Widely heralded, not least by Bratton himself, as a crucial element of the reductions in crime in NYC during the 1990s, the use of COMPSTAT and directed leadership combined with a transformation in police culture increased the profile of police on the streets. This may have had a positive impact on crime rates, although the crime reductions in that city were mirrored in many other urban areas across the US operated a wide-range of policing strategies. Advocates of ZTP need to explain how success in NYC was mirrored in other cities that did not adopt this strategy. Moreover, ZTP was also associated with worsening police relations with minority ethnic, and other, communities. When Bratton resigned, the New York Times noted that while arrests had increased by 25 per cent, citizen complaints against the police had gone up by 50 per cent.

Increased resources has been associated with some gains for crime reduction when a ‘hot spots’ model has been implemented, whereby resources are deployed in places and at times when crime data analysis suggests problems are focused. Weisburd and Braga (2006) reviewed nine evaluations of hot spots policing experiments evaluated in US cities in the late 1980s and 1990s in terms of crime and other outcomes, and the extent to which crime problems were displaced or crime control diffused to other locations. Their review suggests that hot spots policing tends to have a positive impact upon crime rates and that usually this comes without the problem of displacement, indeed there is a tendency for the positive impact of this method to be dispersed into other areas. 

They do note, however, that the impact that hot spots policing has on the quality of life for communities living in these areas is not properly understood. While they refer to some evidence that communities in crime-prone areas welcome additional police resources there is also considerable experience that aggressive policing is associated with increases in citizen complaints about police. Critics and advocates of hot spots policing also note that the impacts on crime might be shallow and short-lived (Sherman, 1990, acknowledges this, as does Rosenbaum, 2006)

So, the evidence suggests that very significant resources need be invested to make even relatively modest increases in visible police patrol. Moreover, additional police resources deployed on traditional ‘reassurance’ style patrol has at best only a marginal impact on crime rates. The research evidence suggests that targeted patrol on people and places can have a positive impact on crime rates, and that these might not lead to displacement of crime to other areas. What also emerges from the research literature, though, is that these strategies are often associated with increasing complaints about policing that strain police relations with marginalized communities.
Additional components of current proposals to encourage a police crackdown on crime relate to extended and strengthened legal powers to interevene. Clearly there are always areas where legal changes can enable a more effective police and CJS response to emerging crime problems. Giving police greater powers to close gang ‘fortresses’ might be one such area. In other jurisdictions civil law is increasingly used to intervene in problems relating to crime and antisocial behaviour (Mazerolle and Ransley, 2005). Local government is given greater scope to use civil law to evict tenants suspected of criminal activity; rental property associated with drug dealing can be served with closure orders by local councils or the police. 

Civil liberties concerns are often expressed about some of these innovations. Prohibition of gang patches, for example, risks contravening freedom of expression and the use of civil law, with a lower threshold of proof than criminal law, means that those suspected of offending are sanctioned according to lower standards. 
Similarly, concerns are expressed about ‘mission creep’ such that laws designed to provide particular solutions of specific crime threats come to be applied more routinely to a wider-range of activities than was originally intended. So, police use enhanced surveillance capacities against ‘gangs’, but legal controls surrounding such activities are likely to be vague on what constitutes a ‘gang’, such that police can use these specific legal entitlements against other parties not generally considered to be a part of the ‘gang problem’. In that way, targeted legislation giving police greater powers of surveillance, DNA sampling, and so on, can quickly become more general challenge to privacy and civil liberties as the relationship between state and citizen becomes reconfigured.
However, there are practical as well as ethical considerations that need to be considered. First, police powers, usually construed in legal terms, actually comprise of a range of cultural, institutional, and symbolic properties only marginally related to legal statutes. This is not to suggest that the police act above or beyond the law, but rather that they have a range of resources at their disposal that mean the law is only one element of the practice of policework. Officers have considerable discretion in how they interpret and apply the law and might not feel that ‘getting tough’ in the short term represents the most effective way of maintaining order in the longer run. Furthermore, some of the demands placed upon them, for example, to liaise with local communities, might entail partnership and community development activity that would be made much more difficult if zero tolerance tough policing were put into practice. 
This directs us to an important conundrum for politicians and senior police managers. There is evidence that the public demand an enhanced level of police patrol, the reassurance factor associated with a visible police presence on the streets. However, most of the research evidence suggests that deploying officers on the type of routine patrol valued by some communities (but not all) is incompatible with efforts to ‘get tough’ on crime and offenders. That is best achieved through targeting known offenders and particular locations that are disproportionately associated with offending. Adopting such a focus raises ethical and equity concerns about focusing resources disproportionately on the small proportion of criminals already known to the criminal justice system. Ethical concerns aside, though, such an intelligence-led strategy might have some impact in reducing the offending of those targeted. It would not, however, entail making officers complete community related reassurance-style policing functions which are demanded by significant sections of the public. The real tough questions that politicians and policy-makers need to address is how the contradictions and complexities associated with police crackdowns on crime and offenders can be resolved and how we break out of a cycle of promising ever-greater resources and an ever-tougher regime that seems to exacerbate public anxiety about crime, law and order. 
We must also guard against a tendency to reach for criminal justice solutions to social problems, tempting though they might be. Clearly police play a vital role in terms of emergency response and deal with crime and criminals in sometimes very dangerous situations. However, law enforcement activity is only one relatively small part of policework, complemented by a host of social and service activities that are also important to the functioning of everyday life. Responsibility for preventing and reacting to crime falls far beyond the police and wider justice system; that too raises tough questions that need to be addressed.
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