
A “Then vs Now” Look at UK Crime and Policing

POLICING 2025

BY CONSENT OR CRISIS? 

Kulturalism® 



Brief

UK POLICING CHALLENGES

LOW CLEAR-UP RATES:

JUSTICE BACKLOG

FEWER OFFICERS

OVERALL IMPLICATIONS

GENERATIONAL GAP

INTERNAL CHALLENGES

Outdated Systems
The UK's 43 police forces use fragmented
IT systems that don't communicate with
each other, leading to wasted funds on
maintaining legacy systems and hindering
information-sharing.

Low clear-up rates: The UK's crime
clear-up rate is low compared to other
developed countries. The proportion
of victim-based offences in England
and Wales that resulted in a charge or
summons was 6.3% in the year ending
March 2025. 

This is significantly lower than
countries like Germany (often 50%+)
and the US (45% for violent crime).

UK policing is less trusted, less
effective, and less resourced than
comparable nations.
This compounds into a cycle of low
trust → low reporting → low clear-up
→ even lower trust.

The UK has fewer police officers per
capita than many European nations. As at
31 March 2025, England and Wales had
146,442 full-time equivalent police
officers—around 1 officer per 422 people
based on the mid-2024 population. By
comparison, recent EU data suggest
France has ~330 officers per 100,000
people (≈1 per 303) and Spain ~370 per
100,000 (≈1 per 270).” 

KEY POINTS

There is a significant backlog in Crown
Courts, with 76,957 outstanding cases as
of March 2025, and prisons are over
capacity at nearly 88,000 prisoners,
leading to early release schemes.

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS

While British policing has a respected
history, current public trust lags behind
comparable nations. Overall confidence in
local police in England and Wales was 67%
in the year ending March 2025, lower than
countries like Sweden and Norway (80-
90% confidence).

The drop in police trust among young
people is particularly acute in the UK,
unlike in other nations where younger
generations still show high confidence.

Low Public Trust



At Kulturalism, we work every day at the sharp end of community safety. Through our
outreach, handbooks, and support work, we hear from victims, families, and frontline
professionals who all ask the same questions: “Why are so many crimes going unsolved? Why
don’t people trust the police like they used to? And what can be done to change this?”

This report was produced to answer those questions. It is not written to criticise for the sake
of it, but to set out a clear picture of how policing in the UK has changed over the past 15 years
— and why trust and effectiveness have declined. By looking at the evidence of “then vs now,”
we aim to spark a serious conversation between the public, the police, and policymakers
about how to restore safety, confidence, and consent in policing.

For communities, it offers plain-language insights into why their experiences of reporting
crime feel so different today. For police and policymakers, it highlights the structural
challenges that frontline officers face — from rising demands and digital crime to resource
shortages and systemic failures.

Our belief is simple: safer streets and stronger communities depend on a police service the
public can trust and support. This report is part of Kulturalism’s contribution to rebuilding that
trust.
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In British policing lore, the ideal has long been “policing by consent” – the public and
police working in trust and partnership. A generation ago, this ideal felt tangible.

Neighbourhood officers (the classic “bobbies on the beat”) were a familiar sight, and
communities largely trusted their local constables. Fast forward to 2025, and the picture
has changed dramatically. 

Crime rates and public perceptions have shifted, resources are stretched, and critics
argue policing has become more about crisis management than community consent. 

This report explores “then vs now” – contrasting the 1990s–2000s era of British policing
with the situation today – to understand why crime outcomes have worsened and why
trust has declined.

We’ll look at how rising demands (from cybercrime to mental health emergencies) and
falling resources have put the police in a bind, and we’ll consider what might be needed to
restore confidence.

FROM BOBBIES ON THE
BEAT TO A CRISIS OF
CONFIDENCE

The question looms
In 2025, are we still policing by consent –
or merely reacting from one crisis to the

next? 

The answers lie in the stark contrasts
between then and now.



To illustrate the “then” vs “now” contrast in concrete terms, consider
some key metrics and features of policing circa 2000 versus today,
updated with the latest figures for 2025:

THEN VS NOW

Approach to policing: The proactive, local
problem-solving focus of the past has been
replaced by a more reactive, call-driven model
where limited officers rush from incident to
incident with less time for community rapport. 
This is reflected in police visibility, with only
11% of people reporting they saw an officer or
PCSO on foot patrol at least once a week.

PCSOs (community support officers): The
number of PCSOs in England and Wales has
fallen to 7,417 as of September 2024, a
continuing trend from the 16,918 in 2010. 
Many neighbourhoods that once had a
dedicated PCSO now have none.

Crime detection (solve) rate: While around
25% in the mid-1990s, the charge/summons
rate for victim-based offences in the year
ending March 2025 was 7.3%. 
The most common reason for closing a case
remained that no suspect had been identified,
which accounted for 42.1% of cases.

Public confidence in police: While 67% of
Britons expressed confidence in the police
in the year ending March 2025, this is a
sizeable drop from the very high trust
levels of over 85% in the 1980s–90s.

Victim satisfaction is also low, with only
51% of victims satisfied with how their
case was handled in the year ending
March 2025.

These snapshots highlight that 15–25 years ago, policing benefited from more
boots on the ground, higher public esteem, and better odds of crimes being
solved. 

However, that doesn’t mean everything was rosy – even then, there were concerns about
resources and certain crimes (like domestic violence or complex fraud) were often under-
addressed. But comparatively, the “then” era represents a high-water mark in community-
centric policing.



Then: High Visibility, Higher
Trust, and More Crimes Solved

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, British
policing emphasized local presence and
engagement. It was common to see uniformed
officers patrolling on foot or bicycle in their
communities – a strategy that leaders believed
would deter crime and reassure the public.
Indeed, a neighbourhood policing surge in the
2000s saw the introduction of Police
Community Support Officers (PCSOs) as
additional visible patrols. By 2010, there were
about 16,918 PCSOs in England and Wales,
bolstering the ranks of “bobbies” who could
engage with residents, tackle anti-social
behaviour, and gather local intelligence.

This strong local footing fed into public
confidence: surveys in earlier decades showed
very high trust in police – over 85% of Britons
expressed confidence in the police in the
1980s–90s. Even by the early 2000s, confidence
remained robust (albeit starting to decline),
reinforced by the idea that police were
approachable guardians of the peace.

Critically, crime outcome rates (“detection
rates”) were significantly higher in that era than
today. In plain terms, a far greater share of
crimes ended with a suspect caught and
charged. Around 1995, roughly 1 in 4 recorded
crimes was solved – about a 25% detection rate,
according to historical Home Office data and
analyses. In the 2000s this rate even ticked
upwards slightly: between 2001 and 2010 the
national detection rate rose from 24.4% to 27.9%. 

That meant nearly one in three crimes in 2010
resulted in someone being charged or
otherwise dealt with. For the public, this
translated into a reasonable hope that if you
were a victim of crime, the perpetrator might
be brought to justice.

Everyday anecdotes from 20 years ago
reflect this more optimistic picture. For
example, a woman reporting harassment in
2000 might have expected a timely visit
from a local officer who knew the
neighbourhood and could intervene early. A
household burglary in 1998 would likely
prompt officers to come out, take fingerprints
or DNA, and canvas for witnesses. Indeed,
burglary detection rates, while never high,
were better than today – well into the double
digits. 

Community policing was credited with
contributing to these outcomes: officers had
personal knowledge of local troublemakers
and could leverage community tips. Trust was
a two-way street – the public felt police
would take action, and officers relied on
public cooperation (witnesses coming
forward, etc.) to solve cases. 

This is the essence of policing by consent: the
public voluntarily aids law enforcement
because they have confidence in it.

“"Police were guardians of the peace."



FEWER OFFICERS AND PCSOS PER CAPITA

As of 2025, the policing landscape in England and Wales is markedly different. Police
forces are grappling with rising demand and complexity on one hand, and constrained
resources and lowered public confidence on the other. 

The contrasts with the past are stark:

Although the government’s Uplift programme
recruited additional officers, total police
officer headcount stood at 148,886 in
September 2024—278 fewer than in
September 2023—showing how hard it’s
been to sustain recent growth. Meanwhile,
the population has risen to 61.8 million (mid-
2024), so officers per capita remain below
levels of 15 years ago (around 263 per 100k in
2010 versus ~241 per 100k in 2024). The
collapse in PCSOs is even starker: 7,417 FTE in
September 2024—about 56% down on the
March 2010 peak (16,918 FTE)—which many
communities feel as the loss of the familiar
town-centre presence. Fewer officers and
PCSOs generally means less visible policing
and stretched response.

Now: Overstretched Forces,
Lower Outcomes, and
Declining Trust

Perhaps the most alarming indicator is the plummeting charge/summons rate (detection rate)
for crimes. In the past few years, this has fallen to historic lows. The overall charge rate for
victim-based offences in the year ending March 2025 was 7.3%. This is a far cry from the
roughly 1 in 4 or 1 in 5 of two decades ago. In other words, a victim reporting a crime today
faces long odds that anyone will be held accountable. Certain crime categories are
especially bleak: in the year ending March 2025, only 4.7% of residential burglaries and 7.5% of
robberies resulted in a charge or summons.

DRAMATIC DECLINE IN CASES SOLVED

As already mentioned visible policing and
outcomes have declined, public
confidence has fallen. Only 67% of
Britons now say they have confidence
in the police – a significant drop from
decades past. 

Younger generations are especially
distrustful: 
Generation Z (born ~1997–2012) in Britain
has markedly lower trust in police than
older groups, a gap not seen in other
countries. Scandals involving police
misconduct (such as high-profile cases
of officer crimes) and perception of
ineffectiveness have further hit
confidence. 

PUBLIC DISSATISFACTION AND ERODING
TRUST:

Generation Z  lower trust in police  than other groups



From the public’s perspective, the social contract feels weakened – many feel police no
longer reliably “show up” or solve problems as they once did. A landmark 2024 survey of
crime victims found that a striking 73% of victims were not confident that reporting a crime
would lead to justice. Nearly 40% of victims were outright dissatisfied with the police
response to their case, often citing that “the case wasn’t taken seriously or leads weren’t
followed up.” 

Such sentiments were echoed across various demographics. In essence, a majority of
victims now doubt the system will deliver results, a sharp contrast to the relative faith of
victims 20 years ago. The principle of policing by consent is endangered if the public
doesn’t believe calling the police will help.

Arrests in England and Wales have
fallen (partly due to fewer police,
partly changes in practice) even as
certain crimes rise – there were
668,979 arrests in the year ending
March 2023, which, relative to
recorded crime, suggests many
offenders simply aren’t being
reached.

Charge rates for serious offences like
rape are in the low single digits, with
only 2.8% of rape offences resulting in
a charge or summons in the year
ending March 2025, profoundly
undermining public trust. 

This reactive posture contrasts with
the more preventative approach of
the past, where an officer might
spend an afternoon knocking on
doors about a neighbourhood
problem. 

Now, an officer is more likely racing
between incidents across a wide area.
The workload and pressure on
individual officers have increased,
contributing to burnout and morale
issues internally.

OVERSTRETCHED POLICE

Overstretched and reactive policing:
Today’s officers often operate in
“firefighting” mode, jumping from one
emergency call to the next with little time to
engage in preventative or community work. 

ONE METRIC

 Frontline
response teams

are inundated
with 999 calls,
while detective

units juggle
huge piles of

unsolved cases. "Widespread
Doubt in the

Police"



ARE WE ASKING TOO MUCH
OF THE POLICE?
One major difference between “then” and “now” is the breadth of roles that police are
expected to fulfil. Modern society has increasingly turned to the police as an all-purpose
emergency service, far beyond traditional crime-fighting. Officers today find themselves
responding to mental health crises, drug overdoses, missing persons, neighbourhood
disputes, even social issues like homelessness – tasks that 30 years ago might have been
handled by other agencies or not at all.

This raises a critical question: are we putting too much on the police? Many officers and
analysts argue yes. During the austerity era (2010s), cuts to social services, mental health
care, youth services, etc., left a void – and the police became “the service of first and last
resort, the service that could never say no,” as one Police Federation official described. In
practice, this meant if a situation was not clearly someone else’s job, it defaulted to the
police. For example, if a person was acting erratically on the street due to mental illness, with
mental health teams overstretched, who gets the call? The police. If a vulnerable homeless
person is creating concern, and no social worker is available, who steps in? The police. Police
forces started “picking up the pieces” for other services that were struggling, from escorting
mental health patients to safety, to checking on at-risk children when social workers couldn’t.

Consider these realities today:

Mental health calls: It’s estimated that 20–40% of police time is spent dealing with
mental health related incidents. The Metropolitan Police said its officers spend well over
10,000 hours a month on mental health calls and welfare checks – equivalent to dozens of
full-time officers effectively acting as mental health responders. In recognition of this,
some forces are now trying to implement the “Right Care, Right Person” model (handing
such calls to health services), but until that is fully in place, police remain the fallback.

Social services gap: Frontline police often find themselves dealing with repeat individuals
who really need social or medical help, not criminal sanctions. Drug-addicted persons,
people sleeping rough, those with severe mental illnesses – police officers do their best to
calm, counsel, or simply keep the peace in these situations. 



POLICE ARE
ACCUSED OF

APATHY



For rank-and-file officers, this situation is deeply frustrating. They’re
being “pulled in a hundred directions”, often doing jobs they aren’t
specifically trained for (like mental health intervention) and then
getting criticized when core policing suffers. 

As one observer noted, society often “slags the police off, but who do
they call first? The police.” The paradox is clear – the police are both
over-burdened and under-appreciated. 

This overload also contributes to stress and burnout among officers,
many of whom joined to catch criminals and now find their days
consumed by paperwork or waiting with a patient at hospital.
Sickness rates and resignation numbers among experienced officers
have been rising, which in turn reduces the skill pool within forces.

Today’s police are expected to wear many hats: peacekeeper,
social worker, paramedic, counsellor, security guard, and more. This
was not the case “back in the day” to the same extent. 

In the 1990s, if something wasn’t a crime or an immediate danger,
police might not be involved at all. Today, they are the default 24/7
agency.

This expansion of duties has stretched policing thin, often at the
expense of their core mission of crime-fighting. Any serious plan to
improve policing must address this — either by better distributing
these roles to other services or by giving police the resources and
training to handle them without compromising crime control.

In addition, we are now in an era of two-tier policing.
This means that while some victims and communities receive rapid
and visible support, others experience slow responses, repeated
call-outs with little resolution, or cases closed without justice. 

The combination of overstretch and unequal outcomes undermines
the principle of policing by consent and deepens public mistrust.

The police are being
pulled in a hundred

directions

Of police time is spent
dealing with mental

health related incidents

Society often “slags
the police off, but who
do they call first? The

police

The public now
expects the police to

do everything

Police are now the
default  24/7 agency

20–40%

24/7

2025
"Police are expected to

wear many hats"



POLICING
PROTESTS AND
PUBLIC ORDER
In 2024–25, UK policing has been dominated not only
by crime but also by major protests and
demonstrations — from Palestine solidarity marches to
community tensions around asylum hotels and
immigration. 

These events regularly require large deployments of
officers from across forces, drawing resources away
from neighbourhood policing and investigations.

For frontline officers, the role is demanding:
Standing for hours, often in full protective gear, in
heat or cold.
Facing verbal abuse or hostility while maintaining
professionalism.
Balancing the legal duty to facilitate peaceful
protest with the need to act swiftly when disorder,
violence, or intimidation arises.
Remaining impartial and de-escalating tensions,
even under intense political and media scrutiny.

Public order policing illustrates the wider dilemma:
officers are asked to be visible, neutral, and effective in
situations where emotions run high and political
divisions are sharp. Most members of the public will
never see the behind-the-scenes reality — officers
going without proper breaks, or redeployments that
leave other communities short-staffed.

Adding this perspective is important. It shows that
policing is not just about enforcement, but about
restraint, fairness, and presence. 

When done well, public order policing reinforces
trust; when it falters, it risks accusations of bias or
heavy-handedness.



THE RISE OF TWO-TIER
POLICING IN 2025

One of the most corrosive developments in
modern policing is the perception of a “two-
tier system” — where victims and
communities feel they are not treated
equally, and where resources appear to be
applied selectively depending on who you
are, where you live, or what type of crime
you suffer.

Unequal Justice by Crime Type

Sexual offences: In the year ending
March 2025, only 2.8% of recorded rape
offences resulted in a charge or
summons. For many victims, this is
indistinguishable from no justice at all.

Fraud and cybercrime: The Crime Survey
recorded 4.2 million fraud and
computer-enabled crimes in 2025, yet
only a tiny fraction ever reached
investigation stage. Victims describe
being “fobbed off” or told to log cases
with Action Fraud, where they vanish into
a black hole.

Violent crime: By contrast, a high-profile
violent incident in a city centre can still
trigger a strong response, with specialist
units deployed rapidly. Police argue this
is vital — rapid intervention can save
lives and prevent wider disorder or
retaliation. Yet for many citizens, the
contrast is stark: while major incidents
get the full weight of policing, everyday
victims see their cases quietly shelved.
This fuels anger and the perception of
“two-tier” priorities.

 Geographic Inequality
Response times vary dramatically by
postcode. In London, average 999
response to “priority incidents” in
2025 was 17 minutes, while some rural
forces reported waits of 45 minutes or
more for serious incidents.

Entire rural communities may see no
foot patrols for weeks, while
metropolitan areas — despite higher
demand — still have visible specialist
units for terrorism, organised crime,
and VIP protection.

 Social and Ethnic Disparities
Stop and search continues to
disproportionately affect Black
communities: in 2024/25, Black
people were seven times more likely
to be stopped and searched than
White people, yet trust levels in these
same communities remain among the
lowest.

Meanwhile, residents in deprived
housing estates report being “ignored”
when they call for help with persistent
anti-social behaviour, feeding the
sense of abandonment.

These disparities play out against a
backdrop where crime itself is changing —
moving into digital spaces, organised
networks, and harder-to-police arenas.

Communities say they are not treated equally
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Globalization and migration (plus cheap travel
and the darknet) have allowed organised
crime groups (OCGs) to extend their reach.
The UK faces sophisticated drug trafficking
networks, many with international links – for
instance, Albanian gangs have become major
players in the UK cocaine trade, forming
alliances with Italian mafias to control supply
routes. These groups are often well-resourced,
technologically savvy, and brutal. They
operate across borders, making them hard to
tackle with local police alone. 

Back in the 90s, organised crime existed (e.g.
domestic crime families, some foreign gangs)
but the scale and global connectedness were
lower. Now, British police must coordinate with
Europol, Interpol, and overseas forces to
combat human trafficking, international fraud
rings, and drug cartels. 

This requires time and expertise that local
police units may lack. It also means criminals
can exploit jurisdictional gaps – e.g. an online
fraudster can be sitting in another country
while targeting Brits, complicating any
enforcement. Policing has become as much
about intelligence and data-sharing as about
walking a beat.

One provocative way it has been framed is
“other cultures, better criminal intelligence”.
What we can say is that today’s criminals – of
all backgrounds – have access to far better
technology and information. They use
encrypted messaging, they learn tactics from
internet forums or even YouTube, and they can
stay anonymous online. The average street
criminal might now carry a smartphone that
helps them coordinate lookouts or locate
police presence. International gangs might
recruit specialists (hackers, forgers) to assist
in crimes. 

In a sense, the playing field levelled:
police no longer have a monopoly on
surveillance tech or data; clever criminals
can utilize these too. Some foreign criminal
networks (for example, certain Eastern
European burglary gangs or West African
fraud networks) have come with specific
“professional” methods that UK police
were not used to. It took time, for instance,
for police to understand the patterns of
distraction burglaries some gangs used, or
the sophisticated online fraud scripts from
abroad. The point is, today’s police face
adversaries who are often quite skilled and
adaptable, requiring police to continuously
upskill just to keep pace.

Modern volume violence: Alongside
cybercrime, we’ve also seen worrying
increases in certain violent crimes in the
2010s – notably knife crime in some urban
areas. Fatal stabbings and youth violence
grabbed headlines, leading to public
outcry. The causes are complex (gang
culture, drug markets like “county lines”,
austerity impacts on youth services, etc.),
but the effect on policing is significant.
Tackling knife crime is resource-
intensive: it needs community outreach
(to prevent), targeted enforcement (stop
& search, gang unit operations), and
investigation of offences. The “everyday”
policing challenge now includes preventing
young teenagers from killing each other,
which was a much rarer scenario in the
early 2000s when knife crime levels were
lower.

ORGANISED AND
INTERNATIONAL CRIME



Summary

UK POLICING CHALLENGES

NOT ALL CRIME HAS SKYROCKETED

CRIME IS OUT OF CONTROL

OUTDATED POLICE IT SYSTEM

20 YEARS AGO COMPARED WITH NOW

Police now fighting new fronts

cyberspace and global networks, as well
as dealing with more heavily armed
(knives/guns) youth on the streets in
some places. 

Yet many police forces have been slow to
adapt. Skills and tech gaps plague the
response:

A severe digital skills gap in policing
has been identified, where many
forces lack enough trained cyber
investigators or digital forensic
technicians. This means phones and
computers seized in investigations
might wait months to be examined, if
at all, undermining timely justice.

 in fact, overall crime levels (especially
traditional crimes) are still lower than in
the 1990s in historical terms. 

The Crime Survey shows long-term
declines in burglary, car theft, etc., since
the mid-90s. 

However, the public’s experience of crime
has shifted to new arenas (online) and the
police’s success in dealing with crime has
clearly worsened for many categories. 

The perception is that “crime is out of
control” – fuelled by unsolved cases,
immigration and sensational media stories
– even if we’re not literally at 90s crime
peaks.

KEY POINTS

Officers sometimes must wrestle with
20th-century technology to fight 21st-
century crime. A national digital strategy
bluntly noted that policing is hampered by
“outdated legacy systems… and a
fragmented model built before borderless
cyber-crime even existed”, combined with
“severe digital skills gaps” and lack of
interoperable systems. 

In short, criminals are using iPhones and
encryption; police are stuck with Windows
XP and fax machines in some cases (an
exaggeration, but it captures the
sentiment).

IMMIGRATION, KNIFE CRIME & PUBLIC
PERCEPTIONS

One of the most controversial debates in
the UK is whether immigration is driving
crime, especially gang and knife violence
in London. 

The reality is more complex — and often
very different from the headlines.



UK POLICING
CHALLENGES
Police are fighting new fronts

GLOBAL NETWORKS

Cyberspace and global networks, as
well as dealing with more heavily armed
(knives/guns) youth on the streets in
some places. 

Yet many police forces have been slow
to adapt. Skills and tech gaps plague
the response:

A severe digital skills gap in policing
has been identified, where many
forces lack enough trained cyber
investigators or digital forensic
technicians. This means phones
and computers seized in
investigations might wait months to
be examined, if at all, undermining
timely justice.

Officers sometimes must wrestle with
20th-century technology to fight 21st-
century crime. 

A national digital strategy bluntly noted
that policing is hampered by “outdated
legacy systems… and a fragmented
model built before borderless cyber-
crime even existed”, combined with
“severe digital skills gaps” and lack of
interoperable systems. 

In short, criminals are using iPhones and
encryption; police are stuck with
Windows XP and fax machines in some
cases (an exaggeration, but it captures
the sentiment).

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Not all crime has skyrocketed. In fact,
overall crime levels (especially
traditional crimes) are still lower than
in the 1990s in historical terms. 

The Crime Survey shows long-
term declines in burglary, car
theft, etc., since the mid-90s. 

The perception is that “crime is
out of control – fuelled by
unsolved cases, immigration and
sensational media stories – even if
we’re not literally at 90s crime
peaks.

IMMIGRATION, KNIFE CRIME &
PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS

One of the most controversial debates
in the UK is whether immigration is
driving crime, especially gang and knife
violence in London. 

The reality is more complex — and
often very different from the headlines.



WHY KNIFE CRIME IS SO HIGH

FOREIGN NATIONALS & SPECIFIC
OFFENCES

IMMIGRATION AND OVERALL CRIME 

Decades of research show no broad link
between immigration and crime rates in
the UK. After the large Eastern European
migration of 2004, property crime
actually fell slightly (–0.4%) in affected
areas, while violent crime showed no
increase. Some increases were noted in
small groups (e.g. asylum seekers linked
to a marginal rise in local property crime),
but overall, immigration was not a driver
of crime trends. 

The dramatic crime drop of the 2000s —
fewer burglaries, car thefts, assaults —
happened while immigration was rising.
This means other factors — better car
security, demographic shifts, local policing
strategies — were far more influential.

Why Knife Crime is So High in London
(Then vs Now) Knife crime is one of the
UK’s most pressing urban safety issues,
especially in London. While it is
sometimes linked in public debate to
immigration, evidence shows the causes
are much wider and home-grown. Then
(1990s–2000s):

Knife crime existed, but firearms
and gang violence dominated the
headlines in London.
Youth services, neighbourhood
officers, and PCSOs gave young
people more alternatives and
deterrents.
Social media feuds didn’t exist;
gang rivalries were localised, and
disputes spread more slowly.
Knife-enabled crime was
significant but lower in scale — far
fewer teenagers carried knives
routinely for fear or status.

Foreign national offenders (FNOs) are
overrepresented in certain crime
categories. For example, in June 2025,
FNOs represented 12.3% of the total
prison population, but accounted for
10.6% of those serving sentences for
sexual offences. Some organised crime
groups (OCGs) with foreign links, such as
Albanian gangs, are now major players in
the UK cocaine trade and county lines
exploitation. 

These issues are serious and require
intelligence-led policing, but they should
not be generalised as representative of
immigration overall. Most migrants do not
commit crime, and broad scapegoating
obscures the real systemic drivers of
violence.

Knife-enabled crime has surged:
London saw 16,344 knife offences in
the 12 months to March 2025.
Youth involvement is central: many
teens carry knives “for protection,”
fuelling a vicious cycle of fear.
County lines gangs exploit young
people to carry drugs and knives
across London and beyond.
Social media accelerates disputes:
online insults escalate into real-world
violence within hours.
Deprivation and cuts: London
boroughs hardest hit by poverty and
youth service cuts (Croydon, Lambeth,
Hackney, Newham) are also the knife
crime hotspots.
Drugs & OCGs: Turf wars linked to
cocaine and cannabis markets often
involve knives.
Cultural factors: Some drill and rap
content glamorises knife use, though
most artists reject violence. Still,
status and bravado online fuel real-
world risks.



Key Drivers of London Knife Crime Today:
Youth vulnerability & gangs – fear, recruitment, peer pressure.
Drug markets – county lines & OCGs.
Inequality & exclusion – poverty, school exclusions, lack of  services.
Social media escalation – online beef  turning violent.
Accessibility – knives are cheap, legal to buy, and easily concealed.
Policing challenges – stop & search backlash, fewer neighbourhood officers, stretched
resources.

Framing the Reality It’s tempting for commentators to point at immigration or “other cultures” as
the main cause of  London’s gang and knife crime. But the weight of  evidence points elsewhere:

Knife crime has risen due to youth vulnerability, austerity cuts, drug economies, and social
inequality, not mass immigration.
Organised gangs with foreign roots do play a role in London’s drug and weapon markets, but
this is a specific slice of  organised crime, not a reflection of  migrant communities overall.
Public fear is real — and perception often outweighs statistics. 

Solutions must target the actual drivers: poverty, exploitation, online culture, under-resourced
policing and outdated systems that will enable police to work smarter not harder.



In 2023, UK police made over 12,000 arrests for offensive online messages — an average of
30 per day. Arrests have risen by 58% since 2019, yet only around 2.5% result in conviction.
The vast majority are dropped, cautioned, or quietly abandoned.
These arrests are made under laws such as the Communications Act 2003 and Malicious
Communications Act 1988, criticised for vague terms like “grossly offensive” or “menacing.”
Critics argue these give police too much discretion, where satire or debate can be treated
as crime.

Kulturalism® believes uncomfortable truths
are necessary for learning, accountability,
and change. If you hear something you
dislike, you can research it, oppose it, or
debate it — but silencing it removes that
chance.

Debate also creates:

Learning – individuals broaden their
views.
Dialogue – disagreement sparks
conversation.
Enterprise – podcasts, journalism,
satire, and online content generate
jobs and creativity.

Of course, when speech crosses into
incitement or violence, police must act.
But when it is merely controversial or
offensive, open debate makes society
stronger.

The Met’s Stance

The Metropolitan Police argue social
media cannot become a haven for
harassment, racism, or incitement. New
specialist units are being built —
including an elite team to monitor anti-
migrant messaging — to intervene early
and prevent unrest.

 The future of policing speech will shape the
future of trust. Britain must choose: silence
unpopular views, or protect debate while

acting against genuine hate.

For Kulturalism®, the line is clear: stop
violence, protect debate — and remember,

even the loudest critics still call 999 in a
crisis.

Free Speech, Social Media, and
Policing: Uncomfortable Truths

Arrest for Online Speech

Civil rights groups warn that this model
risks chilling free speech. Arrests for
school criticism, jokes, or online debates
have raised concern that Britain is edging
towards criminalising dissent.

Critics highlight three dangers:

Chill factor: People self-censor out of
fear of arrest.
Unequal policing: Resources are
pulled from burglary, fraud, and
violence into speech policing.
Erosion of democracy: Open debate
— even uncomfortable — is central to
social progress.

Civil Liberties Concerns

The Role of Debate
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At Kulturalism, we hear directly from residents who live with persistent anti-social
behaviour, harassment, and neighbourhood disorder. A recurring theme is the cycle of
repeated calls to the police, with victims feeling stuck between constant reporting and
little visible resolution.

Yet our frontline observations also show the other side: response officers are often polite,
professional, and consistent. They turn up, de-escalate, and in many cases go out of  their
way to support victims. Some have even submitted safeguarding referrals to local
safeguarding teams — demonstrating real commitment and responsibility.
The reality is that police must constantly assess risk. Where there is an immediate threat
to life, the public rightly expects a rapid response, and police often deliver it. In these
situations, urgent intervention can prevent escalation, save lives, and stop communities
from taking matters into their own hands.

The challenge is that lower-level but persistent anti-social behaviour is not “low risk” in the
long run. Left unchecked, it frequently escalates into serious violence, community
retaliation, or wider disorder. Victims may stop calling, communities lose trust, and
offenders become emboldened. What feels minor in the moment can later become the
trigger for tragedy.

This is why anti-social behaviour cannot be resolved by policing alone. It requires
genuine multi-agency working:

Police need victim statements to give the CPS enough evidence to charge.
Local councils and social housing teams must act on repeated incidents when
tenants are involved.
Safeguarding boards, youth services, and mental health teams need to step in when
patterns of  harm and risk are clear.

Without this wider collaboration, communities experience what feels like two-tier policing:
officers who show up and do their best, but a system that fails to deliver lasting solutions.

Community Voices from the
Frontline
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Kulturalism® works in under-represented, high-crime areas, often supporting vulnerable
residents. When we engaged directly with police in 2025, they did not know about our
social enterprise — nor did we advertise it. At the time, we did not foresee producing a
report on policing. Yet our experience has given us a unique perspective. 

At the time of  this report we had been dealing with police response and community police
teams as well as 999, 101 online via the police website and via e-mail and telephone 

 In a short space of  time, (4 months) we have:
Called the police on over 15 occasions to respond urgently to high-risk incidents.
Reported anti-social behaviour for the community both online and by calling 101 on
multiple occasions where there was no risk to life or death and the threat had ether
left or was not imminent.
Intervened on behalf  of  a vulnerable resident with no communication methods,
submitting evidence and reports on their behalf.
Obtained crime reference numbers to ensure properties could be secured after doors
and windows were smashed.
Submitted video evidence, met with officers in person, and supported other residents
to log or report incidents.

Across these interactions, police response has been overall excellent. Officers often
arrived within minutes, spoke to multiple residents to gather information, arrested
offenders, issued community notices, and submitted safeguarding referrals while we were
present.
Even 101 has been positive: calls were answered quickly, and on busy days, call-backs
came within 15 minutes. Staff  have been helpful in giving updates, and in logging crime
reference numbers so that urgent repairs could be authorised for vulnerable residents.
The biggest issue we observed is poor information-sharing between teams. We were
often asked to provide multiple crime reference numbers for the same anti-social
behaviour incidents. For vulnerable adults or those with limited time, this would be a
serious barrier to justice.

Our conclusion is not that police fail to act, we were very impressed with the response,
dilligence and community safety — but that they are clearly doing too many roles, and
without stronger multi-agency support, the system risks letting victims down.

Kulturalism’s Experience with the Police
High-Risk Communities



Disclaimer
This report is based on Kulturalism®’s community engagement, casework, and
frontline observations in high-risk and under-represented areas. It reflects
experiences shared by residents as well as interactions observed directly by
Kulturalism®. The report does not claim to represent every policing experience,
nor does it draw on confidential or restricted information. It is intended to
highlight themes of community safety, policing by consent, and systemic
challenges in the public interest.
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