
Elections were held for ‘police and crime 
commissioners’ (PCCs) across 41 police forces 
on 15 November. The PCCs will replace police 

authorities and set the strategic direction for their local 
police force. They will hire and fire the senior police 
officer in the area (the chief constable), and set the 
budget and strategic priorities. Essentially, PCCs across 
the country will take on the role performed by Boris 
Johnson in London — he is London’s PCC, overseeing 
the Met and setting its budget. The PCCs will be able to 
influence what types of crimes are prioritised and how 
resources are allocated. 

Why were the elections held?
At the 2010 general election the Conservatives set out 
their plans to boost local democracy — this ‘localism’ 
agenda included a plan to introduce elections for PCCs. 
The Conservatives suggested that this was part of a 
broad strategy to make public services more accountable 
to the public. PCCs were also a key Tory feature of the 
Coalition Agreement. It could be argued that it was 
all part of David Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ agenda to get 
people more engaged in their local communities.

The results
Of the 41 posts up for election, the Conservatives won 
16, Labour won 13 and independent candidates won 12. 
The Liberal Democrats did not win any. The success of 

Why did no-one 
vote? Were you aware that police and crime commissioner 

elections were being held on 15 November 2012? If so, 
you were probably in the minority, says Ian Richards

Will PCCs build trust in policing and become 
local law and order champions?
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The future
Will PCCs prove to be an expensive ‘white elephant’ 
or will they build trust in policing and become local 
law and order champions? Critics argued that elections 
had started as a flagship government policy but had 
descended into a ‘farce’. The PCCs now have the chance 
to redeem this flagship policy.

independent candidates was one of the most 
surprising features of the elections. Another 
surprise was the failure of ex-Deputy Prime 
Minister John Prescott to get elected as the 
PCC for Humberside.

Five major criticisms
1 Low turnout: The previous record for 

low turnout for a national election was 
23% in the EU elections in 1999. The 
PCC elections saw turnout fall to 14% 
(Table 1), with nobody voting at all at 
one polling station in Newport, Wales. 
This raised serious questions about the legitimacy of 
these elections and the mandate enjoyed by the new 
PCCs. 

2  Political apathy: Professor John Curtice argued that 
there was a basic lack of political support for the 
elections. The main parties themselves failed to sell 
the benefits of PCCs and the government put little 
effort into marketing the elections (for instance, 
there was no free mail shot for candidates). Public 
ignorance appeared to be the prevailing public 
attitude. In Curtice’s words, ‘the political parties 
failed to convince people this was a contest worth 
voting for’. Labour MP Chuka Umunna called the 
elections ‘a total shambles’.

3 Bland candidates: Many of the candidates’ pledges 
(only posted online) were too similar, with generic 
promises to cut anti-social behaviour and put more 
‘bobbies on the beat’. This offered little choice 
between candidates and may also have contributed 
to the lack of public engagement. 

4 Politicisation of the police: As elected politicians, 
will PCCs look to populist and simplistic measures 
in order to retain public popularity? Will there be 
unhealthy tension between the PCC and his/her 
chief constable?

5 Timing and cost: Critics suggested it was illogical to 
hold the elections in cold and wet mid-November, 
and that the estimated £100 million cost was a waste 
of money in a time of austerity. 

Activities
1 List three reasons why turnout was so low for 

the PCC elections.
2 What do you think are three advantages and 

three disadvantages of having elected PCCs?

Weblinks to follow up
PCC election results: www.tinyurl.com/9swnhqe 
New Statesman article: www.tinyurl.com/cvqrmy6
Theresa May talking about the elections:  
www.tinyurl.com/blvxv4r

Table 1 Lowest turnouts
Police force Turnout Winning candidate/party
Staffordshire 11.60% Matthew Ellis/Conservative

West Midlands 11.90% Bob Jones/Labour

Merseyside 12.40% Jane Kennedy/Labour

Essex 12.80% Nick Aston/Conservative

Thames Valley 12.80% Anthony Stansfeld/Conservative

North Yorkshire 13.20% Julia Mulligan/Conservative

West Yorkshire 13.30% Mark Burns Williamson/Labour

Greater Manchester 13.60% Tony Lloyd/Labour

Cheshire 13.70% John Dwyer/Conservative

Gwent 14% Ian Johnston/Independent
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