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Introduction

George L. Kelling

National stereotypes are usually several genera-
tions out of date. We Americans are still inclined

to see England as a haven of civil tranquility in a
crime-ridden world. One American recalls, perhaps,
Sherlock Holmes in the Study in Scarlet, where he
complains about the inevitable boredom of a detec-
tive’s job in London, because in London there is no
crime. Another perhaps has seen a rerun on afternoon
television of Ronald Coleman as Bulldog Drummond,
where he refuses to take seriously the case of a girl
who appeals for his help because her parents have
been abducted in leafy Godalming. He grandly dis-
misses her story as absurd. ‘My dear, you are an
American. Such things don’t happen in England.’ 

The social critic George Orwell wrote in 1944 of the
striking impression made on foreigners by the ‘orderly
behaviour of English crowds, the lack of pushing and
quarrelling’ and by the fact that except for ‘certain
well-defined areas’ in only half-a-dozen big towns,
there was ‘very little crime or violence’. It was the view
of the historian K.B. Smellie, unsuspecting of what
was about to befall, that the life of English towns had
steadily improved. ‘The contemporary English’, he
wrote in the 1950s, ‘have as unaggressive a public life
as any recorded people.’ In civilian life, the anthropolo-
gist Geoffrey Gorer wrote, ‘the English are certainly
among the most peaceful, gentle, courteous and
orderly populations that the civilised world has ever
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seen’. He added, ‘You hardly ever see a fight in a bar
(a not uncommon sight in most of the rest of Europe or
the USA), and football crowds are as orderly as church
meetings’.

An American scholar is likely to feel that his stereo-
type of crime-free England is confirmed when he sees
that the official crime statistics do not deal at all with
offences involving weapons until the 1970s. The first
time that English police officers were equipped with as
much as a plastic riot shield was in 1977, when they
were issued as protection in the expectation of a clash
between members of the National Front and of the
Socialist Workers’ Party. 

England was widely perceived in the world, not only
in America, as an orderly society of law and justice,
lightly controlled because control was willingly ac-
cepted. It was the English, by the way, who enlight-
ened Americans about how to police a democracy.
Although American police forgot his lessons during
the 1960s and 1970s, Sir Robert Peel taught Ameri-
cans that peace could be kept by peaceful means, that
the true measure of police was the absence of crime,
that police could be mere citizens—not military
troops—who are paid to do what is everyone’s respon-
sibility, and that crime can be prevented by police
presence and persuasion and by maintaining order
and reducing opportunities for crime.

The American’s stereotype of England that crystal-
lized out of his own experience, travelers’ tales, or the
reality indicated by statistics and the contemporary
social comment of both foreign and domestic scholars,
disintegrated only gradually in the face of rapidly
rising crime rates from the middle of the 1950s.
Crimes recorded by the English police peaked in 1992,
but the number and rate remained very high as
compared with the period before 1955. 
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What is of particular fascination to an American
observer of crime and, practically, its control by
different national and local police forces, is the aston-
ishing rise in England in the number of street crimes.
This rise did not abate in 1992 with the total crime
figure. It continued strongly until special measures to
combat the rise were introduced ten years later.

Attitudes to crime and the role of the police, includ-
ing the readiness to accept or dismiss whole bodies of
statistical data, have been and are colored by politics
in both our countries. Nowadays, our ‘liberals’ and
your ‘left’ tend to be critical of the police and sympa-
thetic to the criminal, who is seen as the product of
unjust social conditions and even as an admirable
rebel against them. They find as their strange bedfel-
lows new elements of ‘the right’. The ‘freedom of the
individual’ to lead his or her own life socially and
personally, and not just in entering into voluntary
economic contracts, is for them the highest of all
values. Older elements of ‘the right’ demand the
restoration of ‘law and order’, if necessary by harsh
and repressive measures.

Our liberals and your left point to corporate frauds,
any one of which involves the misappropriation of
sums that exceed all the robberies that take place in
a year, and damage to the environment before which
vandalism pales into insignificance. But the effects of
white-collar crime are in the typical case dissipated
and remote. The immediacy of street crime and of local
nuisances make them in the normal case felt as a
much larger factor, in the areas where they occur,
than even the most heinous white-collar crimes in
determining the quality of everyday life. The contribu-
tion that the police can make to the reduction of street
crime is therefore a matter of urgent public policy,
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especially for the protection of people in some of the
poorest areas or our cities.

A valuable feature of this book is that all the au-
thors are of the Left—two of them are long-standing
members of, by American standards, left-wing parties.
What they have to say cannot be dismissed easily,
therefore, as the opinion of hard-line Republicans, or
in English terms, as the voice of ‘the forces of conser-
vatism’.

Street crime in New York City, and the more effec-
tive and less effective responses of the NYPD, have for
many years been topics at the center of the research
and policy concerns of the School of Criminal Justice’s
Police Institute at Rutgers University, Newark, whose
northern horizon is dominated by the towers of Man-
hattan. Civitas is to be congratulated in producing a
fresh and vivacious account, well grounded in the
data, of New York’s recent policing experiences, and of
what London might be able to learn—or rather, as the
authors suggest, relearn—from those experiences. 

George L. Kelling, Faculty Chair
Police Institute, School of Criminal Justice

Rutgers University
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Recent trends in street crime and its control in
London and New York present a striking contrast.

London was for long a by-word in the world for law-
abidingness and the effective policing of its safe
streets. New York was a by-word for the severity of its
street crime, especially in the 1970s and the 1980s. In
the 1990s their situations were sharply reversed. In
1991 there were 22,000 robberies in London.1 In 2002
there were 44,600, an increase of 105 per cent.2 In
1991 there were 99,000 robberies in New York City. In
2002 there were 27,000, a decrease of 73 per cent.3 To
draw equal with New York’s achievement, London
would thus have to gain no fewer than 178 percentage
points in its fight against street crime. Since 1994
New York has adopted the policy of greatly increasing
the numbers of police officers, and confidently attack-
ing trivial crime and disorder, regarding them as the
seedbed of worse things. London, as in the ‘Lambeth
experiment’ (see p. 16), has opted to concentrate its
much smaller numbers on serious crimes. Nationally,
we have chosen to throw in the sponge because the
forces of law and order, whether formal or informal,
have lost control of the situation, and spuriously
justify the legalisation or decriminalisation of many
offences on the grounds that none of them are so bad
after all.

New York’s annual robbery rate is now less than
540 per 100,000 population. London’s is 620.

Street Crime and Policing in London
The change in the policing of street crime in London
has partly taken the form of urgent measures. In



THE FAILURE OF BRITAIN’S POLICE8

February 2002, ‘Operation Safer Streets’ put 5,000
extra officers into the nine London boroughs regarded
as street-crime hot spots. In March, London was
included in a national Street-Crime Initiative that
carried special funding of £65 million for the ten police
force areas that the scheme eventually covered. At a
cost estimated to be £14,500 for each mugging pre-
vented,4 the surging crime on London’s streets that
had taken place in 2001 was cut back—but only to a
number that was still approximately a tenth higher
than it had been even in the previous muggings-
plagued year of 2000. The Home Office’s press release
said that the new figures showed that the ‘escalating
trend’ in street crime was now ‘under control’ and
‘going down’.5 In December 2000 there had been 1,038
snatch thefts and 3,008 robberies of personal property
in London—making a total of 4,046 muggings. In
December 2002 there were 1,548 snatch thefts and
2,880 robberies of personal property—making a total
of 4,428 muggings, an increase of nine per cent.6

The Metropolitan police are to be congratulated in
bringing street crime from the level of 2001 to a level
nevertheless still above that of 2000. But financial
resources on the scale of £14,000 or £15,000 per
mugging saved are not likely to be endlessly com-
mitted by any government. The diversion of large
teams of officers from other duties is necessarily a
temporary expedient, and the meagre results are not
likely to be approved in the long run by any electorate.
By contrast, New York’s police actually did adopt (as
distinct from claiming it had adopted) not only a more
effective, but also a more sustainable strategy—simply
employing more police officers, and seeing that they
were neither in police stations nor in automobiles, but
patrolling their beats on foot, conspicuously looking
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after the interests of the law-abiding and reasonably
considerate and tolerant citizen. According to the
Home Office’s own research, 77 per cent of the popula-
tion in Britain has some confidence that the criminal
justice system protects the rights of people accused of
crimes. But only 32 per cent now has any confidence
that it protects the rights of the victims. (Within the
criminal justice system, the courts and the ‘penal’
system are probably much more the objects of blame
than the police.)7

The rise in crime generally since 1955

Crime rose rapidly in this country after 1955. That
essential point, the explosion of crime from 1955-92
and the continuing historically very high level, is
sometimes overlooked when ‘the rise in crime’ is taken
to have started with Thatcherism. It is assumed that,
as far as law-abidingness is concerned, the country
would be somehow back to normal if it could return to
the figures of the early 1980s.

The police did indeed record ‘only’ 2.5 million crimes
in England and Wales in 1980, and recorded a rise of
two million crimes by 1998/99, to 4.5 million. But the
starting point of 2.5 million crimes in the pre-Thatcher
years was itself an astonishingly high figure by the
standards of previous generations. The difficulty is not
to find the numbers but for them to be believed, so
incredibly small do they seem to a later generation.

In 1955, fewer than 0.5 million crimes were re-
corded. In 1960, 0.8 million. In 1970, 1.6 million. In
1980, 2.5 million. In 1990, 4.4 million. The figure
peaked in 1992, when 5.1 million crimes were re-
corded.8 The series is broken in 1992, when figures on
a new basis included more offences as ‘crimes’. On the
new basis the crime figures show a 22 per cent fall
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from 5.6 million in 1992 to 4.5 million in 1998/99. The
series was again broken in 1998/99. The figures on the
new basis of comparability show a rise from 5.1
million in 1998/99 to 5.3 million in 1999/2000, and a
fall from 5.3 million in 1999/2000 to 5.2 million in
2000/01.9

The best estimate for the latest period is that, when
the difficulties of comparability are laboriously calcu-
lated, there has been another ‘real’ increase of about
two per cent in all crimes recorded by the police in
2001/02 as compared with 2000/01.10

These falls in the overall crime rate since 1992, and
a rise of ‘only’ two per cent last year, have been spun—
and naively accepted—as a reason for congratulations
all round.11

In January 2003 a Home Office publication asserted
that the chance of being a crime victim ‘remains
historically low’.12 In 1972 there was a total of 1.7
million crimes.13 In 2002 there were 5.8 million
crimes.14 In 1972 firearms were used in the commis-
sion of 2,100 crimes; in 2001/02 firearms were used in
the commission of 22,300 crimes. In 1972 handguns
were used 254 times; in 2001/02, 5,900 times. In 1972
firearms were used in 570 robberies; in 2001/02 in
5,500 robberies. 1,970 of these 5,500 armed robberies
were armed robberies on the public highway. In 1972
there were 8,900 robberies in the whole of England
and Wales; in 2001/02 there were almost as many,
6,500, in the London borough of Lambeth alone.15

Our problem, then, is only partly the rise in the
crime rate since the Thatcher years, ameliorated by
some remission in the 1990s. It is the fundamental
shift within two or three generations, and especially
the enormous shift that began about 1955, in the law-
abidingness and ‘policeability’ of the English.
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The causes of the fall in crime in the 1990s 

The fall in the numbers of crimes recorded by the
police other than street crime from 1992 to 2002 was
mainly associated with improved security measures of
a physical and commercial or personal kind, rather
than with either ‘better behaviour’ or more effective
policing. Cars have electronic immobilisers and better
locks. That is one of the reasons why cars are now
stolen while the owner is in the car, when the security
provided by the manufacturer is in abeyance and the
motorist’s only protection is a law-abiding population
and an effective police presence. Blocks of flats have
entry phones and cameras. The windows and doors of
dwellings are dead-bolted. People are more careful
with their belongings. They avoid known trouble spots.
They remain longer within the safety of their homes.

As Dr. Paul McGrail of the Open University showed
at the 1999 conference of the Royal Geographical
Society, electronic surveillance is effective in blocks of
flats, where the residents themselves are constant
monitors.16 But CCTV images from street cameras are
much less likely to be monitored than CCTV images in
blocks of flats and shops. Camera surveillance is
effective when the photographs can easily identify the
culprit long after the offence—speed cameras show the
licence plate of the vehicle—or when quick action can
be taken by the co-ordination of camera surveillance
and police intervention, as in Oxford Street. When the
CCTV picture does not activate a quick response; or
where the culprit can conceal his or her identity; or
where the culprit, even if the image is clear, is difficult
to trace, then the deterrent effect can be weak. A
Home Office study revealed in 2002 a very mixed
picture of the effects of camera surveillance on street
crime.17
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The continuing rise in street crime throughout
the 1990s

Ordinarily, then, the control of crime on the streets is
out of the hands of the individual citizen. On the
street, even the wife of a recent Home Secretary—the
Minister responsible for the Metropolitan Po-
lice—could find herself the victim of a robbery in
Pimlico and, a few weeks before, the son of the Prime
Minister was mugged.18 Street safety, where it is not
the product of civic virtue, is essentially in the hands
of the police. In a few cases it is in the hands of com-
merce (the immobilisation of stolen mobile phones can
be expected to have a strong impact on mobile-phone
robberies). And on the streets the crime rate did not
fall in the 1990s.

The easiest index of the rise and fall of what is
implied by the vague term ‘street crime’ is the figure
for all robberies.19 Statistics for robberies of personal
property are not always available. It is fairly easy to
add snatch thefts. Doing so produces the same trend
as robbery itself.

When the effects of the new rules for counting
crimes are taken into consideration, the recorded steep
rise in the number of cases of ‘violence against the
person’ is shown to have been actually a decline of five
per cent. But robbery—theft or attempted theft with
violence or the threat of violence—is one of the crime
categories that has not been significantly affected by
the new counting rules. We can still tell what has been
happening here, and ignore the usual bamboozlement
of those commentators who necessarily do not have
any other figures of their own, but who dismiss as
useless all crime figures that do not support their
prejudices or political wishes. Rises and falls in the
robbery figures, unlike other official figures, have not
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been rendered difficult to disentangle by transitional
changes in counting methods.20

The number of robberies of personal and business
property in England and Wales, hardly touched by
recording difficulties, continued its rise throughout the
1990s (with some annual fluctuations) and the rise
accelerated between 2000/01 and 2001/02. Robberies in
England and Wales rose from 53,000 in 1992 to over
95,000 in 2000/01, and then jumped in a single year to
an astounding 121,000 in 2001/02 (see Figure 1, p. 14).
Recorded robberies of personal property alone rose
from 83,000 in 2000/01 to 108,000 in 2001/02.21

The Metropolitan Police did not aim to reduce street
crime. It gave itself the target only of keeping street
crime at its existing level. Its performance fell short of
the target in 1999/2000, when street crime rose by 36
per cent. Its performance fell short of target again in
2000/01, when street crime rose by a further 18 per
cent above the 2000/01 figure. The annual report that
provides this information says: ‘London is now a safer
place to work and live in’.22

In April 2001 there were 443 robberies of personal
property in the borough of Lambeth. This rose to 620
robberies in September 2001, an increase of 177 (there
were also 242 snatches of personal property during the
month). This increase in robberies of personal prop-
erty in one London borough in half a year was more
than the total for all robberies for the whole of Eng-
land and Wales in eight of the ten years 1920 to
1929.23 By December 2002, the number of robberies of
personal property in Lambeth was down to 282 in the
month. Again, this figure for one month in one London
borough was in excess of that for all robberies, per-
sonal and business, for the whole of England and
Wales in the whole of any year between the two world



14Figure 1
Robberies recorded by the police, England and Wales, 1970 to 2002

Note: *Figure under the new counting rules. There is a difference of only 663 in the
numbers under the old counting rules (66,172) and the new counting rules, (66,835).

Source: Criminal Statistics England and Wales, London: HMSO, annually and
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/StatBase/Expodata/Spreadsheets/ D4853.xls
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Figure 2

Robberies recorded by the police, England and Wales, 1919 to 1938

Source: Criminal Statistics, England and Wales, London: HMSO, annually and
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/StatBase/ Expodata/Spreadsheets/D4853.xls
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wars except in the depths of the Depression, in 1932,
and just before the Second World War, in 1938 (see
Figure 2, p. 15).

In a special analysis of police files on 2,000 cases of
the robbery of personal property in the spring and
summer of 2001, Home Office research staff found that
there had been a ‘marked increase’ in the 1990s in the
number of younger victims and offenders. The number
of 11-to-15-year-olds charged with robbery increased
five-fold between 1992 and 2001. In 2001, 22 per cent
of robberies involved children as victims, and just over
half of the perpetrators were aged between 16 and 20.
Regardless of the age of the victim or offender, 35 per
cent of robberies were of a mobile phone.24

Targeting serious crimes

Police efforts also took the form of leaving ‘trivial’
crime and disorder to take care of itself, to allow the
police to concentrate on serious crimes and important
perpetrators. This strategy gained wide notice due to
an accident of publicity surrounding the policy when
it was first introduced. The policy of ignoring minor,
and concentrating on major crimes had been given
prominence by the commander of London’s Lambeth
police area, especially in his announcement that the
public consumption of cannabis would, from now on,
be the subject only of confiscation and a police warn-
ing. In the early stages of his policy’s implementation,
the commander was accused by his male lover of
smoking cannabis with him in the flat they shared.
The commander denied that he himself had smoked
cannabis. There were other allegations levelled
against him. The policy and its background were fully
dealt with by Commander Paddick in the popular
press.25 Ignoring ‘trivial’ and ‘victimless’ crimes was
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exactly the opposite of the policy implemented by the
New York Police Department under Mayor Giuliani in
the 1990s.

Much lip service is undoubtedly paid to the impor-
tance of ‘the bobby on the beat’. In one town where
bicycle police patrols have been introduced, and the
existence and increased numbers of police officers as
‘beat managers’ have been publicised, the Chief
Inspector in charge nevertheless warned people in the
areas concerned that because his officers were not in
police cars, a response to a call about, for example,
noisy youths would take ... several days. In another
police area, the sides of the local buses advertise that
the police force has responded to the wishes of the
public by carrying out a reorganisation that puts
police officers on foot in the community. In the town
centre shopping precincts pairs of foot-patrol officers
can now be seen more often than previously, but rarely
elsewhere.

‘Multi-agency’, ‘problem-solving’ and other ‘partner-
ships’ using titles borrowed from New York abound. In
New York these terms mean bringing other resources
to bear directly on the solution of the immediate
problem of crime, disorder or nuisance. But sharing
responsibility with local government employees and
elected representatives, with health service workers
and probation officers, to solve the deeper problems in
the long term, and so forth, can easily prove a mecha-
nism for one set of people with useless or harmful
policies, or no policies at all, passing the buck around
to other sets of people with equally inefficacious or
harmful policies.

The police overwhelmed by crime

Official publications show the ratio of the total popula-
tion to the number of police officers. On that measure,



THE FAILURE OF BRITAIN’S POLICE18

governments can boast of an increase in police estab-
lishments and in the numbers of officers employed.
They do not show a far more important figure, that of
the ratio of crimes to the number of police officers. On
that measure, crime has overwhelmed police forces. 

Whatever the arguments about the reliability of
crime statistics for any other purposes, they are not
relevant here. The number crimes that eventually
appear in the official statistics, for whatever reason, is
the number that the police have had to deal with in
some way.

In 1955 in New York there were 22,600 police
officers. There were 7,400 reported robberies. There
were therefore 33 reported robberies to every 100
police officers.26 By 1993 police numbers increased to
29,000. The increase in crime far outpaced this. There
were 86,000 reported robberies. Even with the larger
police force, then, in 1993 there were not 33, but 296
robberies to every 100 police officers.

But by 2002 New York was getting a grip on the
crime/police situation. The number of police officers
was up to 40,000. The number of reported robberies
was down to 27,000. In 2002 there were therefore 68
reported robberies per 100 officers. This was still twice
the rate of 1955, but only a quarter of the rate of
1993.27

London, in stark contrast, was not getting a grip on
the situation. In London there had been a similar
gradual expansion in police numbers since 1955, so
that by 1993 London had 23,000 police officers. But
there had also been, as there had been in New York, a
very steep rise in the number of reported crimes the
police had to deal with. In 1993 there were 24,000
robberies, extraordinarily high by past English stan-
dards. There were, therefore, 105 robberies per 100
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police officers. This was still only about a third of New
York’s crime/police ratio.28 In 2002 in London there
were 26,000 police officers.29 But the number of re-
ported robberies nearly doubled, from 24,000 in 1993
to 45,000 in 2002.30 The London ratio of 170 robberies
per 100 officers was now two and a half times the New
York ratio.

In spite of wishful thinking and propaganda cele-
brations of marginal increases in police numbers, the
growth of crime made it impossible for the British
police officer to be effectively and normally, as distinct
from symbolically and rarely, any longer, part of a
preventive crime force—to be the foot-patrolling or
cycle-patrolling bobby on the beat. Most of the working
time of the majority of police officers had to be spent in
reacting to calls to crimes already committed, and
then doing the paper work in the police station prior
to processing suspects through the courts. The explo-
sion in crime since the mid-1950s, peaking in 1992 so
far as crimes of all types is concerned, but continuing
to rise rapidly on the street throughout the 1990s and
the first years of the 2000s, meant that without
significant rises in police numbers, preventive beat
policing was a pipe dream or a deliberately deceptive
political promise.

The growing discrepancy over the previous 30 years
between the number of reported crimes and the
number of police officers is shown in Table 1 (p. 20) for
the whole of England and Wales and for all crimes.31

When the immediate policing problem is not ad-
dressed, it can easily come to appear to the victim that
the implicit bargain between the public and police is
being violated. The original bargain was: ‘I’ll give up
my right to self-protection. I also give up my right to
prevent people behaving in such a way that a large
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variety of other behaviours by other people are pre-
vented or hindered. In exchange, I shall enjoy the far
more predictable, efficient and fair protection of my
own person and property, and the protection of the
system of the agreed rules that maximise the scope for
freely chosen activities, that a specialised police force
acting under public control provides. That is the major
bargain. But as a corollary, that bargain being kept, I
accept that this means that the police will then
properly prevent me from acting on my own behalf to
protect myself, and prevent me from public-spiritedly
acting to protect the freedom of many people to engage
in a large number of activities against people who
restrict that freedom by their invasive activities.’

Table 1
Comparison between reported crimes and the number

of police officers, England and Wales, 1971-2001

Year Crimes
reported

(thousands)

Police officers
(thousands)

Crimes per
police officer 

(number)

1971 1,666  97 17

1981 2,794 120 23

1991 5,075 127 40

2001 5,527 126 44

It can sometimes seem that when the police do not
or cannot uphold the major clause of the bargain (for
whatever good reason of insufficient resources or a
hostile culture), the part that they pay most attention
to, because it involves the exercise of their authority
over the part of the population that is most ready to
accept it, is the subsidiary prohibition on self-protec-
tion.
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What used to be regarded with approval as ‘self-
policing’ when practised by a group or neighbourhood,
and as ‘good citizenship’ when practiced by an individ-
ual, is condemned as ‘vigilantism’—a term that
conjures up, and is intended to conjure up, images of
innocent men lynched by hate-filled mobs of violent
and ignorant bigots under the flare of torches in some
remote Mississippi town in the 1920s.32 

New Yorkers can still envy Londoners’ civic virtues
and admire the qualities of the Metropolitan Police in
many respects. London is still a wonderfully civilised
city. Over a wide range of policing problems, the
London police are highly effective and remain surpris-
ingly amiable. They have special units whose expertise
is unmatched elsewhere. Never a corrupt force on the
scale often achieved elsewhere, since the internal
reforms of Commissioner Robert Mark the Metropoli-
tan Police service has been as free from corruption as
probably any force in the world.33 But has London
anything to learn from New York about the policing of
street crime?

Street Crime and Policing in New York
New York started with far worse problems of street
crime than London has ever had, or is ever likely to
have. But in recent years it has done a far better job in
tackling its problems of street crime than London has
in solving London’s problems.

Although New York had never been famed as a law-
abiding city, its street-crime problem sharply wors-
ened in the mid-1970s. There was a multitude of
coincident causes,34 among them serious budgetary
problems that afflicted the city from 1975 to 1983,
some of them the direct result of the sharp increase in
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welfare costs. A famous front page headline of the New
York Daily News announced on 30 October 1975 the
decision of the President of the United States not to
rescue it from its financial difficulties: ‘Ford to City:
Drop Dead’.35 One of the city’s solutions was to econo-
mise on its police force.

Faced with growing crime and disorder since the
early 1960s, the police department had been expand-
ing. In 1968 alone it brought in an extra 3,600 re-
cruits, raising the number of uniformed officers to
29,900. 0ver 1,000 more civilians were also recruited.
The particular significance of these increases was
noted by the police commissioner, E.R. Leary, as
greatly increasing the NYPD’s ‘street patrol
strength’.36 By 1974 the number of uniformed officers
had slowly increased to reach 30,600.37 Eight years of
cuts followed, and the low-point of 21,800 was reached
in January 1982.38

Quite suddenly, crime and disorder on its streets
meant that New York’s demise as a functioning city
was routinely expected.39 The novelist Saul Bellow
remarks somewhere that ‘New York makes you think
about the collapse of civilisation. … Many people
already bank on it’. Jason Epstein, a leader of New
York’s cultural elite, and in 1970 the defender of the
Chicago Seven’s right to foment an intensely violent
riot against (and by) the police at the Democratic
National Convention in 1968, later came to write an
article called ‘The tragical history of New York’, in
which he declared that the city’s engine had failed,
and it was adrift on an uncharted sea.

New York was frequently portrayed in the cinema
as a place of violent nihilistic shoot-outs or as a city
that had turned into a junk yard or even an enormous
walled-in prison ruled by under-class war-lords (The
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Warriors [1979], Escape from New York [1981]). Tom
Wolfe’s The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), depicting
the chaos in the judicial system under the pressure of
lawlessness on New York’s streets, was made into a
film as well as being a famous book. The Death Wish
films appealed to audiences who felt that neither the
police nor the courts were any longer capable of
containing street crime. 

The acute and chronic shortage of patrol officers
made the NYPD into a reactive force. It did not have
the resources to notice and process ‘trivial’ and ‘victim-
less’ crimes. But as often happens, a virtue was made
out of necessity. It came to seem good policy to over-
look petty crime and disorder, and to deal only with
major crimes after they had been committed. ‘Arrests’
of ‘real’ criminals became the criterion for success, not
the old Peelite criterion of a low crime rate. And, of
course, a high rate of arrests was an achievement that
could go on forever, if the crime rate was rising. The
smaller the police force, the more repressive it became.

What happened in Times Square can be selected as
a particularly vivid example of a widespread process.
Before the 1970s, Times Square was a safe place. Its
problems began when the NYPD ignored street
prostitution and ‘soft’ drug use, and according to the
‘broken windows’ theory that will be dealt with below,
because they ignored these trivial offences. With
prostitutes on the street at all hours, some of them
taking drugs to keep themselves going, the drug
dealers came in. According to the economic maxim
‘supply creates its own demand’, users followed the
dealers. The prostitutes’ clients, the johns, proved easy
targets for robbers and car thieves. Rubbish was
discarded everywhere. The walls became the target of
paint-sprayers, until nothing but graffiti, unsightly to
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most people, praised only by those for whom dissi-
dence is a principle, could be seen on the walls. Fights
over prostitutes and drugs led to assaults and homi-
cides.

Places like Washington Square Park became a
drugs bazaar, where Ivy League students could step
out the doors of New York University to keep them-
selves supplied with marijuana. Bryant Park, right
next to New York City’s magnificent privately funded
public library, became a no-go area for ordinary
workers in the daytime, and for visitors to the area in
the evening. Hard-drug availability and use followed
‘harmless’ drug availability and use. 

The police, furthermore, were intimidated by the
now normal reaction of the broadsheet press and
mainstream news media to any enforcement of law and
order by the police. Paradoxically, the concentration
on the police of the right to enforce public order, and
the high degree of public order that resulted from that,
had depended upon a growing abhorrence of the use of
any private violence. This abhorrence spread to the
police’s use of any force. The idea gained ground—a
self-indulgence possible only in a society with a long
history of civic safety—that if civilians doing illegal
things used illegal force against the police, the justice
of their grievances exonerated them, and the police
were to blame if they used force to maintain or restore
lawful conduct. 

A clear example was the intimidation of the police
in the aftermath of the Tompkins Square Park riot in
August 1988, reminiscent of the intimidation of the
Metropolitan Police by the Macpherson inquiry of
1998.40 Tompkins Square Park is located in East
Village, a racially, ethnically, economically and
politically diverse corner of the lower east side of
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Manhattan. It had been known since the 1960s for its
tolerance of a wide variety of lifestyles. But by 1988
the tolerance of the residents around the park was
wearing thin as one of the ‘lifestyles’ stifled the possi-
bility of people pursuing many other lifestyles. 

Individual residents, as well as local block associa-
tions and community boards, increasingly complained
to the police about disorderly groups of men and
women who were playing loud music in the park and
generally partying from 9 p.m. to 5 a.m. Drugs traf-
fickers were using the park to shield their activities
from police observation. Large numbers of the inten-
tionally homeless, as well as the unintentionally
homeless and mentally ill, preferred summer resi-
dence in the park to either gainful employment or the
services of the city’s Human Services Administration.
However carefully private or public owners of property
had faced, painted or decorated the walls of their
buildings to suit their own tastes within the limits of
what was aesthetically acceptable to neighbours and
passers-by, individual graffitists decided that every
sprayable surface should bear their signature, and
take on the appearance they alone dictated. Litter,
used condoms, discarded needles and human waste
abounded. The police accordingly moved in to enforce
the park’s ordinances and the ‘quality of life’—the
general public’s quality of life—regulations of the city.

The park’s closing hour was 1 a.m. Occupants of the
park were required to leave at closing time, though the
police made the concession of allowing homeless
people to remain in one part of the park. The curfew
was strongly supported by local residents and their
representative organisations, but opposed over several
weeks of discussions and rallies by the park’s occu-
piers. On the night of 6-7 August, however, demon-
strators threw bricks, bottles and fireworks at the
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police. The local police called for the assistance of
officers from other precincts, and eventually not only
mounted police, but a police helicopter was involved in
the incident.

The police on the scene then used their truncheons.
The NYPD’s own internal report on the riot
emphasised that ‘extensive broadcasting of film and
video taken by the media and private citizens’ meant
that ‘most residents of the city’ had witnessed police
officers ‘striking demonstrators’—and this was ‘appall-
ing behaviour’, not only in the eyes of the rioters, the
news commentators and the private citizens whose
video record was broadcast by the television stations
citywide, but also in the eyes of senior police officers
themselves.41

In such circumstances the police, acting on behalf of
local residents, businesses and the public, lacked any
incentive to attempt to retake public thoroughfares
and public places for general use. The public that was
not immediately affected by the restrictions on their
lives imposed by violence, drug use and the myriad
associated public nuisances had been persuaded that
drug use was harmless, violence a justified reaction to
economic deprivation or racial discrimination, and
homelessness always the consequence of society’s
harshness or indifference.

In Britain as well as the United States influential
academic commentators and broadsheet journalists
were astonishingly successful in propagating the
view—it can still be heard, even today—that crime,
violence, and public nuisance had not increased at all.
These things had been as prevalent or worse in the
past, and the ignorant, hysterical and contemptible
general public was simply in the grip of one of its
periodic bouts of ‘moral panic’.42 If there was no new
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problem, then obviously nothing new needed to be
done to solve it, least of all by the police.

People who could do so abandoned the invaded
areas of the city in droves. In mid-town Manhattan,
the great shops and theatres languished. Tourists
gave the city a wide berth. Potential investors were
deterred from considering New York as a destination
for their developments. Whole ‘projects’ (municipal
and federal housing estates) were abandoned to drugs
and violence.

In the early- to mid-1980s apocalyptic projections of
existing trends continued to draw a picture of drug-
fuelled anarchy on the streets, with young criminals
running amok with machine guns, in a city being bled
dry by the expense of caring for AIDS victims and
babies addicted to crack cocaine.43

The peaceable control of the real situation that
these fantasies reflected, on behalf of the people whose
‘lifestyles’ did not prevent the pursuit of other life-
styles, would have to wait until the culture of ‘the
victim of society’ and ‘the rights of the deviant’ had
shifted in favour of the rights of the law-abiding and
the victim of the criminal; and until the NYPD had the
sheer numbers to concentrate an overwhelming weight
of police officers’ bodies in opposition to an unco-
operative crowd.

In 1975 there had been 83,000 robberies in New
York City—as in England, this was already a vast rise
on 1955, when the New York robbery figure had been
7,400. (The figure of 7,400 robberies was thought to be
amazingly high by English standards in 1955. It is
more likely today that both English and American
commentators will deny that it could have ever been
so low.) By 1981 there were 107,000 robberies. From
1982, police numbers slowly built up again. But the
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police culture of rushing in powerful cars to the scene
of major crime did not weaken. Robberies were cut to
some extent, just as they have been cut with the
extraordinary and temporary resources, similar to
Britain’s ten-city Street Crime Initiative and London’s
Operation Safer Streets. 

In 1991, as assistant commissioner, Ray Kelly was
instrumental in securing a tax aimed at increasing the
number of NYPD police officers by 7,000 under the
Mayor David Dinkins’ Safe City/Safe Streets prog-
ramme. As commissioner in 1992 he targeted quality-
of-life street nuisances and street crimes. Street
robberies were cut from 100,000 in 1990 to 86,000 in
1993.44

In 1994 Rudolph Giuliani was elected mayor of New
York City on the promise that he would deal with
crime. Plenty of politicians before the 1990s had
promised to be tough on crime and the causes of crime,
and gained the kudos of being tough (or sustaining the
image of being tough), whatever happened to the
crime figures themselves. Before 1991, too, there had
been much talk of ‘citizen/police partnership’, ‘commu-
nity policing’, ‘police problem-solving’ and so forth.45

Mayor Giuliani publicly undertook to reduce crime by
applying these strategies, a very different sort of
promise. He appointed as his first police commissioner
William Bratton, who was fresh from his triumphs in
restoring security to the subway as chief of New York’s
transport police.

More police officers on the streets

As already noted, Giuliani greatly expanded the size
of New York’s police force. The ‘uniformed headcount’
was 28,700 in 1993. By the end of 1994 it was 30,500,
and by the year 2000 it was 40,300.46



DENNIS, ERDOS AND ROBINSON 29

Several functions that in England are performed by
the Metropolitan Police, in the United States are
performed not by New York’s police department, but
by the FBI, the CIA or other special agencies. In so far
as the sheer number of police officers present on the
streets is an element in controlling street crime, this
fact simply strengthens the case for more police
officers, so that more can be put on the streets to carry
out low-level policing (so long as that is what they are
actually used for). 

Low-level policing

With the larger number of officers at their disposal,
Giuliani and Bratton bore down heavily on ‘harmless’
quality-of-life social nuisances and ‘victimless’ crimes
that nevertheless were the seedbed of those crimes
that did have victims, and of dangerous social disor-
der—prostitutes soliciting on the streets; people
committing drug misdemeanours as well as drug
felonies on the streets, in the parks and in derelict
corners of the city; graffitists; over-boisterous,
drunken youths; over-loud users in public of ‘foul
language’; unauthorised street vendors; squeegee men;
aggressive and multitudinous beggars—all the things
that had gradually become too trivial for the old belea-
guered police to bother about, especially when progres-
sive public opinion insisted that it was quite wrong to
bother about them anyway.

The enforcement of the law against minor crimes,
non-criminal breaches of the peace and ‘quality of life’
offences, was achieved by the increased visibility and
accessibility of many more officers on foot patrol.
‘Enforcement’ did not mean rigidity of response.
According to the circumstances of the infringement,
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the police officer’s response in policy terms properly
ranged from citations and arrests at one extreme to
admonitions and reminders at the other. 

Getting prostitutes off the streets (much the easiest
police job compared with removing drug dealers and
drug users or the homeless, whether mentally ill or
not) was the start of the virtuous circle, just as allow-
ing the prostitutes to occupy the streets had been the
start of the vicious circle. With the disorderly street-
life engendered by street prostitution gone, the drug
dealers left. With the prostitutes’ clients gone, people
to rob and cars to steal easily left too, and so the
robbers left. The streets were once again occupied by
people whose interest was in freedom to go about their
own business, considerate of other people’s rights to go
about their own business. Public places were once
again occupied by the endless variety of the well
behaved, instead of the bleak and threatening monot-
ony of a city’s low life.

Bryant Park was closed for two years. It was re-
opened as a place that could be enjoyed by thousands
of workers and visitors a day, by being also a place
that made it difficult for a few tens or hundreds of
drug users, drug dealers and homeless people to
occupy it permanently as their own. 

The Regents of NYU appealed to the police to free
Washington Square Park from prostitutes and drug
dealers and users. A permanent NYPD command
centre was placed in the park, and without its crack
and its guns Washington Square Park became avail-
able once more for general use by large numbers of
students, residents, workers and tourists.

The NYPD’s policy from 1994 was a major attempt
to take back from criminals, and sub-criminal perpe-
trators of petty and (in the short run) ‘victimless’
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offences, or unpleasant users, control of public spaces
(and definitions of what is acceptable behaviour in
public) and return it to people who are respectful of
the rights of others to a socially peaceable and physi-
cally salubrious environment. The agent of change was
the officer on foot patrol, as the member of the commu-
nity who is clearly authorised and readily available to
take responsibility for responding decisively to crimi-
nal conduct and sub-criminal neighbourhood disorder
and nuisance. In some major city-centres the police
officer had been supplemented by privately uniformed
‘public safety officers’, prior to the institution of the
Giuliani/Bratton policing regime. With no more
authority than any other citizen, they acted solely by
being present on the streets as people who would take
responsibility for dealing with any crime or other
banned activity, in their case by calling in the NYPD
foot patrol officers or further police backup.47

Away from the glamour of 42nd Street and Broad-
way, in Harlem’s five police precincts there were 6,500
robberies in 1981.48 This had been reduced to 4,800 by
1990—a reduction of 26 per cent. But the cuts in the
numbers of robberies were much greater in the 1990s
under the steady and consistent pressure of police
commissioner Bratton’s policies.49 Robberies dropped
from the 4,800 of 1990, to 1,700 in the year 2000 (a cut
of 65 per cent). In the most notorious of New York’s
precincts, precinct 67 in South Brooklyn, the numbers
were cut in the 1990s, to almost exactly the same
extent—from 2,200 robberies in 1990 to 743 in the
year 2000 (also a cut of 65 per cent). In 1990 there
were 2,300 cases of murder and manslaughter in New
York. In 2001 there were 642.50

For 30 years the police (not only in New York and
the United States) had been increasingly defined—and
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had thus increasingly come to define themselves—as
oppressors of working-class communities. But statisti-
cal data have increasingly made evident what common
sense had always indicated, that the most victimised
part of the community looks most anxiously to the
police for protection. The latest US Criminal Victimi-
sation Survey indicates that while 54 per cent of white
victims of robbery reported the crime to the police, 60
per cent of black victims did so.51

These cuts in robberies of 65 per cent in Harlem and
South Brooklyn in the 1990s, and a cut in robberies of
67 per cent from 1993 to 2000 in New York citywide,
incidentally puts paid to the silly but often repeated
idea that the possession of mobile phones ‘explains’
the rise in robbery in London. There were as many
young people flaunting their mobile phones on the
streets of Harlem’s precincts and precinct 67 when
robbery was dramatically falling, as there were in
Lambeth, where only recently inroads have been made
into a decade’s surge in street crime.

More generally, it puts paid to the argument that
the reason for the difference between the robbery rates
of the England of the interwar period, and England of
the 1990s and today, was that before the war ‘there
was nothing to pinch’, with the implication that in
those days if there had been any working-class woman
about with money in her purse, or any child carrying
home the precious groceries, they would have been
mugged.

A cousin of one of the authors, handicapped in
speech and posture from childhood as a result of
contracting poliomyelitis, worked as a teenager as an
odd-job boy in the Sunderland Corporation Transport
Department. One of his jobs on a Monday was to carry
the weekend’s tram and bus takings, much of it copper
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and silver, over to Barclay’s bank in the town … on the
tram. In the foyer he enjoyed the opportunity to
mingle with the friendly young girls from the depart-
ment stores round about, like Blackett’s and Binns—
the privileged shop assistants whose perk it was to get
out of the shop for a few minutes to walk round to the
bank with cloth bags full of Saturday’s takings in their
hands.

It was long before being robbed or attacked entered
his or anybody else’s head. On the rare occasions that
he was pestered as a ‘cripple’, the culprits were imme-
diately put in order by passers-by, or other people
around on a social occasion, or by the sight of ‘a poliss’.
Once he simply limped into the Central Fire Station to
protect himself from something little worse than
banter, and his verbal tormentors fled as the town’s
burly firemen piled out to deal with them. This is what
is now routinely referred to by people who have no
experience of it as ‘the golden age that never existed’.

Comstat

Giuliani and Bratton imposed a system that made it
incumbent upon precinct commanders to justify their
leadership at police headquarters by showing results
in one thing only—crime reduction. This involved
much more than trivial crime. The sinews of the
system were the data collected for and analysed and
presented by a computer system known as Comstat.
Police headquarters knew quickly what was happen-
ing in the precincts. Each precinct commander had to
be ready to come to police headquarters at short notice
to describe and assess his or her tactics, and the
results that were being obtained in the precinct. Many
old-guard precinct commanders were demoted, and
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many resigned. Many young officers brought their
merits immediately to the attention of the commis-
sioner in face-to-face meetings, and secured rapid
promotion. On a daily basis precinct commanders were
expected by their superior officers to identify particu-
lar outbreaks of robbery or other crimes, and quickly
devise tactics to combat them. Woe betide the com-
mander who did not spot a problem in his precinct
before his superiors at police headquarters saw it! Woe
betide the precinct commander who did not produce
effective strategies for dealing with a crime problem in
his precinct! Woe betide the precinct commander who
did not deliver the one thing that now counted: crime
reduction, and especially the reduction of street crime!

Multi-agency work

A third change was ‘multi-agency’ work. The political
and administrative set-up in New York facilitates the
effective use of multi-agency approaches to the solu-
tion of street-crime problems. Multi-agency work did
not mean setting up a talking shop. It meant, for
example, that if a dark and derelict part of a neigh-
bourhood was being used for drug dealing and drug
use, the sanitation department would be instructed to
clear the site of abandoned cars and other rubbish.
The transportation department would be instructed to
fence the site. The site would be strongly lit with
vandal-proof lamps. The drug dealers’ and drug users’
territory would be permanently taken away from them
and permanently reoccupied by the city as a salubri-
ous part of the neighbourhood.

In the case of New York the whole point of the
‘multi-agency approach’ was to focus responsibility for
multi-agency success on the police’s objectives in
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controlling street crime, and within the NYPD to focus
accountability on each local police commander. 

The British ‘partnerships’ between the police and
usually quite junior officers sent by the local director
of education, the director of social services, the proba-
tion office and so on are wrapped in the same language
as that used in New York. The effects, however (if not
the more or less conscious purpose), are that attention
is distracted from street crime to easier topics. Not
only effective policing, but also (very often mainly)
uncontroversial targets are discussed that are only
tangentially or in the long term, and possibly but not
certainly, one of the means of controlling street
crime—notably changes in police staffing proportions.
Where street crime remains as a topic, responsibility
for combating it by policing methods in the here and
now is dissipated.

The professionally inculcated world-view of, for
example, social-work partners, is very long-term and
speculative. It is that street crime would disappear if
the standard of living of the street criminals were to
be raised to some at present unknowable extent; or if
the gap between the rich and poor were narrower; or
if jobs of a certain intrinsic content, wage level, and
other working conditions were available; or if the
educational system provided at present unspecifiable
‘sufficient’ resources of an at present unpredictably
‘suitable’ kind; or if a large enough proportion of the
population could be persuaded to change their opin-
ions of what they consider is worthy of ‘respect’; or if
racism, paternalism, ageism, strong attachments to
one’s moral code or religious faith and so on were all
dissolved in a universal dissensus of tolerant anomie.52

That Britain should succeed in tackling the problem
of street crime by gradually finding and providing the
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correct blend of techniques, buildings, trained person-
nel and financial resources that the electorate or
government would be willing to provide and adopt is,
of course, the hope and aim of all people of good will.
But in the meantime the police have to tackle the
problem of street crime with the resources they have
and with the outside culture that exists; prior to the
discovery and implementation of efficacious and
acceptable reforms, there will be criminals in British
society. It is precisely because elusive and efficacious
reform lies in the future that policing as such has its
effective part to play in the present. 

That we are far from discovering the right formula,
even assuming the availability of virtually unlimited
financial resources, and that police officers tread the
wrong path if they follow in the wake of social work-
ers, was sharply confirmed in the recent case of
Richard Wilding. Until he was 13 he was the benefi-
ciary of the not inexpensive best that had been actu-
ally made available to him in the social-welfare and
state-education systems. He was then taught individu-
ally for half the school week by a specialist teacher at
home, and for the other half at a unit by staff trained
as expertly as the system knows how, and has been
willing to afford. The cost was £19,000 a year (the
annual school fees at Eton were £13,000 at the time).
As a broadly smiling, apparently happy, sturdy and
confident 20-year-old, he was pictured in January
2003 emerging from the court that had sentenced him
to two years ‘community rehabilitation’. He had been
convicted as a burglar, having been caught breaking
into the same house twice in three days. The best
efforts of the existing system had also proven defective
in socialising his own mother. When Richard was
about nine years old, she had punched a housing
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officer and pushed him down a flight of stairs when he
had visited the family dwelling provided for her by the
local council. After extensive hospital treatment, the
officer was registered as 80 per cent disabled, and had
to retire on medical grounds.53

Retaking the city centre and residential areas

The Times Square district, Washington Square Park
and Bryant Park provide striking and particularly
clear examples of this policy of the permanent reoccu-
pation of neighbourhood territory for pleasant use of
the general public, and not just for the use of criminal
or nuisance-creating elements in the city’s parks and
streets.

The task was prolonged by the success of propa-
ganda that assimilated criminals and public nuisances
in public places to the unintentionally homeless, and
homelessness to a constitutionally protected right to
free expression. 

In some cases—the heavy-handed aspect of the
Giuliani/Bratton policy—to deny criminals a territory
from which to operate, the NYPD would close off to
any but the residents, and other people authorised by
the NYPD, whole blocks of properties identified as
being among the most badly affected by drug dealing
and drug use. The old police tactics had been to arrest
dealers—who were immediately replaced by others in
the same locality. But drug dealers permanently
deprived of their territory did not find it easy to find
another place from which to operate, if for no other
reason than that it was difficult to encroach on areas
already occupied by rivals. Arrests as the criterion of
success were now seen to have been as misleading as
body counts of Vietcong as the criterion of success. No
real advantage was gained where either aim was
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accomplished. What had been essential then in the
case of war, was essential now in the case of crime and
disorder: to take and hold permanently the enemy’s
territory.

The theory of ‘broken-windows’ policing

Whether Mayor Giuliani and Police Commissioner
Bratton were right or wrong in what they did, they
were not cynically picking easy targets. They were
acting on the theory that ‘one thing leads to an-
other’—the common-sense view that Jane Jacobs put
at the centre of her book on the death of great cities,
that, civically, if you look after the behavioural pen-
nies, the behavioural pounds will look after them-
selves.54 The principal exponent of this theory, called
by him ‘broken-windows’ policing, was George Kelling,
and he played a prominent role in the formulation and
implementation of the Giuliani/Bratton innovations.

He emphasised that any city can handle with
tolerance, compassion or generosity a few rowdy
youths, a few scroungers, a few drug users, a few
muggers, a few people who sleep in shop doorways or
drink cider in the park, a few beggars, or even many
tractable derelicts on a city’s Skid Row, like New
York’s Bowery up to the 1970s, with its many Missions
and flop houses. At some point, however, the growth of
the numbers of those who are intractable adversely
affects the whole functioning of the city. Public thor-
oughfares and parks, and semi-public facilities like
railway carriages, fall under their control. A vicious
circle sets in as caution or distaste keeps other people
off the streets. In its small beginnings, the risk may be
slight that the beggar or gang of youths in the under-
pass will turn unpleasant or criminally violent. But if
such a new threat to dignity or safety does appear,
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many a 70-year-old who formerly used the underpass
will apply the precautionary principle, the principle of
avoiding a small risk of great damage, and be deterred
from visiting the town. The unfrequented underpass
then becomes an increasingly unsightly and rubbish-
strewn playground of boisterous youths and a market
for illicit drugs, deterring still more members of the
general public from using it. The disorderly milieu
attracts more disorderliness into the streets and local
public houses. As the homes and shops round about
are broken into and cars defaced or stolen, the neigh-
bourhood deteriorates further. If the police, much
more if the public try to intervene now, there is an
increased likelihood that they will be attacked by an
unruly mob protecting their own.55 This catalytic role
of unchecked ‘trivial’ and ‘victimless’ crimes was
emphasised in NYPD’s policing after 1993.56

Kelling and Sousa tested the four most frequently
adduced arguments for the decline in crime by the
statistical analysis of trends in crime and social
conditions in different New York police precincts. The
results showed that neither the improvement in the
economy (the decline in the rate of unemployment),
nor the decline in the use of crack cocaine, nor the
reduction in the number of young males, was signifi-
cantly associated with the decline in the crime rate in
the different precincts. 

The change significantly associated with crime
reduction statistically was the changed activity of the
reformed New York police.57

‘Broken-windows’ policing elsewhere in America
and England

John Timoney, from his experience as deputy commis-
sioner in the NYPD, took ‘broken-windows’ policing,
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Comstat, the frequent meetings with precinct com-
manders, and the other features of the Giuliani regime
to Philadelphia, and enjoyed the same sort of success
in bringing down the crime figures.

One of his main targets was Kensington, a crime-
ridden black neighbourhood of Philadelphia. He
attacked the ‘petty’ as well as the ‘serious’ drug users
and dealers who had been increasingly ignored by a
demoralised police force that, with the approval of
main-stream media, had come to rationalise its self-
defined impotence as toleration of what was ethnically
‘cultural’.

Police Commissioner Timoney’s chief of staff was
formerly a Home Office official. In Britain, he said,
most police officers still did not think they could do
anything about stopping crime going up, much less do
anything about bringing crime down. ‘No one is
blamed when crime goes up, unemployment and race
are blamed instead.’58

In England, something very close to ‘broken win-
dows’ was pragmatically developed in Hartlepool,
independently, by Ray Mallon (whose successful pol-
icing was so popular with the general public that in
2002 he was elected American-type executive mayor of
Middlesbrough on a landslide vote). He, too, showed
that while deep social changes meant that the police
could not cut crime figures back to the levels of even
the 1970s, by their efforts they could cut existing
levels by at least 30 per cent.

He successfully attacked the debilitating belief that
the police, like much of the rest of the population, had
absorbed over the course of 30 or 40 years: that crime
was caused by poverty, homelessness, exclusion from
educational opportunities, unemployment and so
forth. On this view, next to nothing could be done
about crime by the police except to react to offences
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when they occurred, and just about everything could
be done about it by politicians if only they showed
enough compassion.

He was, in effect, his own precinct commander, and
on the small scale of Hartlepool was able to obtain
New-York-scale cuts in crime without an increase in
police numbers, simply by greatly raising the morale
of force at his disposal, and generating almost univer-
sal good will in areas afflicted by crime, drugs and
anti-social nuisances. An important element in his
success was that he took it upon himself to ‘define the
situation’ to the public and the media, and not leave it
to ‘expert’ comment from academics and tendentious
comment from the advocates of every ‘victim’ but the
criminal’s.59

The eventual recognition of the scale of the crime
problem was belated in England as compared with the
United States. One of the reasons for this was the
much stronger insulation of the criminal justice
system in England from popular opinion. Another was
the strength and persistence of the doctrine in the
universities, and therefore among influential journal-
ists, senior politicians and bureaucrats, that the
growth in crime was not really happening—it was an
illusion created by the perennial moral panic of ‘respect-
able’ people and the ignorant hysteria of the redtop
press.60

In 2001/02, 74 per cent of adults in England and
Wales still thought that the police did at least a fairly
good job. But 20 years before, 92 per cent of adults had
thought that. Between 1982 and 1992 the percentage
of those thinking the police did a very good job roughly
halved from 43 per cent to 24 per cent. It roughly
halved again between 1992 and 2002, from 24 per cent
to only 14 per cent.61
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In May 2001 the Home Office required every police
force in England and Wales to report on measures
they had taken to ensure that police were visible in
every ward. Visibility programmes typically meant
that one or two officers were allocated foot-patrol
duties as an aspect of their designation as ‘community
beat managers’. For a ward of 20,000, for example, the
sole community beat manager might be required to be
on foot patrol for 20 of the week’s 168 hours. The
explicit emphasis was on the ‘reassurance’ of members
of the general public, not on the actual prevention of
crime or disorder. Visibility was therefore sometimes,
though not by any means always, treated as a grudg-
ing concession that had to be accorded to the be-
nighted public, who were foolish enough to think that
their fears were justified and that watch and ward
policing worked.

But the pressure of public opinion on politicians and
the police did lead to some valuable innovations. For
example, in a ward in Sunderland with high crime
rates and a street-drug problem controlled by mafia-
like local families, the police stationed five or six
officers, including two or three ‘community beat offi-
cers’, in the area’s primary school. The original idea
was simply to find local accommodation for the
‘broken-windows’-type team. 

The results of this operation were so favourable that
the scheme attracted interest from television produc-
ers from France and Australia, as well as from our
own national networks. Le Parisien, the local news-
paper of the crime-ridden district of Seine-Saint-
Denis, featured the scheme under the headline: ‘The
war on crime and disorder: solutions that work’. ‘The
methods were radical. The results were spectacular.’62

The head of the school reported that, when the
police initially appeared, their first view was of a large
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new hostile scrawl on the school wall: ‘Big Brother!’
The officers were greeted by some of the pupils, 3 to 11
year olds, with verbal insults and raised fingers. But
in the space of two years, under the régime of ‘broken-
windows’ policing, crime in the ward as a whole fell by
a third. In the school incidents of violence fell by 95
per cent.

What was of particular interest were the side effects
on the school’s young pupils of daily seeing ‘broken-
windows’ police officers at close quarters. The police
officers did not keep order in the school, but in the
local community.63 The head said that in an area in
which 80 per cent of the parents were wholly depend-
ent on state benefits, for many of the pupils the police
officer in the school, engaged in ‘broken-windows’
police work, provided them with their only model of
what it was to exercise steady and benign authority
without the use of violence as a man and a parent. In
her opinion, it was essential that her pupils should
experience all this before the age of 11. Children
whose language was peppered with swear words, and
whose attitude was to be violent towards others, were
offered new reference points when they were able see
the secure and tranquil benefits of law and order being
restored in their school and improved in their streets
by people they knew and trusted. By the time the
children were ready for Youth Justice Teams and the
like (and even more, by the time they had to be dealt
with by the prisons), it was too late for many of them.
They would have adopted violence, drug taking and
delinquency too firmly as a way of handling their lives.

In 1991 Princess Anne visited the school to honour
the project; by June 2002 the Prime Minister, Tony
Blair, ‘notably inspired’ (as Le Parisien put it), had
been instrumental in extending something like the
scheme to about sixty other schools; and in January
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2003 it was the subject of a major conference ad-
dressed by the Minister for Schools, David Milliband.64

More or less properly understood, and more or less
actually applied, aspects of all or some of the New
York model of ‘broken-windows’ policing appeared in
many other places in the United States, and some
other places in England.

New York City in 2003

The NYPD, helped by the Business Improvement
District (BID) ‘public safety police’ again keeps the
peace in Times Square.65 The Port Authority Bus
Terminal is busy, clean and pleasant.

By early 2003, late in the evening, if you asked the
way in some formerly notorious neighbourhoods, you
would be given the walking directions for several
blocks, without any warning or premonition of danger.
The new-found safety of New York’s streets was an
element in its being selected as the American city that
should bid to host the Olympic Games.

New Yorkers now talk of the time when Bryant
Park and other public spaces were unusable by ordi-
nary people because they were occupied by cannabis
and heroin dealers and users; when a wide area on
Eighth Avenue at the Port Authority terminal was
avoided for the same reason; and when the threat of
being robbed was pervasive, as old, forgotten, far-off
things and battles long ago. In such localities today
only the occasional beggar is to be seen, like the man
in Times Square whose placard cheerfully asks for
money for drink and drugs, accompanied by the claim
that he deserves to be rewarded for his honesty.

Given the great increase in the numbers of police
officers, Mayor Giuliani’s campaigns of low-level
policing by foot patrols, Comstat-driven control of



DENNIS, ERDOS AND ROBINSON 45

precinct commanders, together with multi-agency
problem-solving partnerships (not multi-agency
talking shops) and the robust reoccupation of the
streets and residential areas by the forces of law and
order, were so successful in combating higher-level
crimes like robbery, that in his second term he faced
the revival of the elite criticism that had been hege-
monic from the mid-1960s to the late 1980s, that
disorderly or nuisance elements in New York were
being denied the scope for self-expression to which
they were entitled by the narrow-minded and uncom-
passionate respectable majority.66

The attack on the World Trade Center (very close to
City Hall and police headquarters) had the effect of
placing Metropolitan-Police-type burdens on the
NYPD—guarding bridges, embassies, railway stations
and key tourist areas against terrorists. One thousand
officers were assigned to anti-terrorism duties.67

Renewed financial stringency generally—combined
with the short memory some people had, who thought
that because New York was markedly freer from street
crime now than in the recent past, the police could go
on short commons—led to cuts in the police budget.
Under the budget for 2003/04, the number of police
officers in the NYPD would drop to 37,000 by the
summer of 2003.68

On the national level, President Clinton’s adminis-
tration had backed ‘broken-windows’ policing by
inaugurating an $8 billion programme to recruit
100,000 locality police officers, the so-called Commu-
nity Oriented Policing Service (COPS)—a policy that
coincided with annual reductions in the crime rate.
The Bush administration cut the COPS programme by
80 per cent—coinciding with a two per cent increase in
the crime rate.69
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Kelling attributes the successes of the NYPD in
cutting street crime so early and so dramatically—as
compared with persistent growth of street crime in
England and Wales more or less to the present
day—to the NYPD’s return to the principles of law
enforcement enunciated by Sir Robert Peel as the
basis of effective policing, that ‘the basic mission for
which the police exist is to prevent crime and disorder’
by watch and ward, and that the proper test of police
efficiency is ‘the absence of crime and disorder, not the
visible evidence of police dealing with them’. And the
NYPD was able to return to those principles not only
because it obtained the number of ‘constables’ that
enabled it do so, but also because it changed its own
culture and, sufficiently, society’s culture—the view
that the media and the general public took of what the
problem was, and what policing could do to combat
it.70

Perhaps it needed a perceptive American to point all
this out to us; and for the England that has neglected
them, perhaps it is time to relearn the lessons of low-
level policing that she taught to world, from the
America that is successfully applying them.

Conclusion
Where the laws of a state or the rules of an organis-
ation are the product of open discussion and represen-
tative government free from corruption, freedom of
choice to himself and all others is afforded by the
conduct of ‘the law-abiding citizen’ and the ‘rule-
respecting participant’. By contrast, within the frame-
work of democratically arrived-at rules, other people’s
freedom is subjected to arbitrary restriction by those
who break the law or ignore the rules.
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Blue-collar criminals and nuisances, generally
petty, as well as often major and ignored white-collar
criminals, consider that breaking the rules is benefi-
cial or at least satisfying to themselves. Political
fanatics and religious fundamentalists break the rules
in their self-righteous belief that this is required by
what is socially just or religiously virtuous.

The immediate effects of their offensive behaviour,
crimes and outrages are pernicious enough. But more
pernicious still (if the individual is not to resort to
private violence to uphold community values or, very
much worse, succumb to selfish or fanatical lawless-
ness) is the erosion of liberty that their conduct brings
in its train. ‘The law-abiding citizen’, if he is to defend
himself within the law, has to give up some of the
freedom he has enjoyed in a society of other consider-
ate and law-abiding citizens, in order to improve his
security against both the petty violators of his liberty
and those whose ambition, all in a good cause, is his
indiscriminate murder. Law-breakers begin by rob-
bing the law-abiding citizen of his tranquillity, prop-
erty and bodily safety. They end by robbing him and
his children of the benefits of a free society. 
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about another street had united to demand help from the
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freedom of other people to pursue their varied activities,
the ‘decent’ people, had to live with ‘terrible problems’ of
drink and drugs, all-night parties, damage to their
property and fires in the street. The final straw came
when a 70-year-old woman was mugged and given two
black eyes. The problem was transferred partly to the
residents. They were the people the police needed to
control, for they were threatening to deal with the
disorderly elements themselves. (‘Defiant villagers’
message to the police: DEAL WITH THE YOBS OR WE
WILL!’) Partly it was transferred to private landlordism
and the state of the dwellings. ‘We do not condone people
to turn vigilante … In the long term, the Community
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In public opinion polls they always rank much higher
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critics, such as lawyers, politicians and journalists (not
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among ordinary law-breakers and those who, from what-
ever high-minded or pecuniary motive, take the law-
breakers’ side). At any rate in smaller provincial cities
the police have never been ‘the filth’ as they are, for
example, to that portion of London’s East End that
flocked to a Kray funeral to pay homage to the memory
of a notorious gangster. They have never been ‘pigs’, as
they are to students following an American fashion set
by drug users in the 1960s. In the towns and smaller
cities of England, they have never had a worse generally-
used label than the one they have now, ‘the chocolate
fireguards’. They are called the chocolate fireguards not
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