 Affirmative Action – Setting the Record Straight
At a time when we are not short of controversy in policing, the topic of affirmative action will not go away. Dilip Amin recently reminded us (Police Review,19 October) of the need for the police service to be more representative or risk losing its mandate for policing – effectively – with consent. I agree wholeheartedly with his arguments around career progression, promotion and managing talent. But yet again it seems that, despite a clear exposition of the challenges on representation, we are missing a fundamental point. In the words of Karl Marx (rarely quoted in Police Review!) the trick is not just to understand the world but to change it. How are we going to transform the service so that it better reflects the communities we police? And in a timescale that doesn’t lead us to give up hope? For me, and for many others who care about the future of policing, affirmative action must be a serious consideration. 
To give credit where it is due, a number of critical bodies have indeed taken up the debate. ACPO Council decided in April that the concept of affirmative action should be pursued further. For obvious reasons, BAWP and the NBPA have led many discussions in conferences and training sessions. But it is worrying how easily the proposition of affirmative action is both misunderstood and misrepresented, often smothered by dubious statistics. BAWP argues fundamentally for a more representative police service that generates greater trust and confidence externally with an internal culture which truly embraces diversity. How do we achieve this?

The backdrop is stark. Despite 30 years of equalities legislation, the service still falls woefully short of targets on female and BME officers. Research commissioned by BAWP estimates that it will take about another fifteen years for women to reach 35% of representation; for members of BME groups it is estimated that it will take up to 30 years to reach the nationally set target of 7% (although Ali Dizaei suggests 190 years Police Review 26th October).  We have to acknowledge that this under-representation poses increasing risks - given the changing nature of society and our communities - to policing with consent. However unpalatable it is to some people, affirmative action points a way forward.   

Affirmative action seeks to give able individuals from under-represented groups preference but differs from positive discrimination in a number of critical ways:
· every person recruited must achieve the stipulated recruitment standard;
· employers can take members from the pool of qualified applicants disproportionately – ie, favouring members from under-represented groups; and
· schemes are time-limited, operating only while there is evident under-representation from particular groups.

Importantly – and unlike positive discrimination - affirmative action does not contravene the merit principle that is the founding principle of equality legislation. Many believe that we should recruit only the ‘best’ candidates, however defined. In reality, people join an orderly queue once they successfully complete the hurdles of the recruitment process. Affirmative action simply re-orders the queue. 
The paper debated at ACPO Council stemmed from a tri-partite working group (ACPO, APA and Home Office) with representation from various support networks such as BAWP, NBPA, GPA and NDPA. The Police Federation and Superintendents’ Association also contributed ideas, as did academic and legal commentators. Without presuming the degree of support for affirmative action, this level of interest suggests that many people recognise the need for movement and change. The growing success story of PSNI and its recruitment of Catholic officers offer a very positive model for the sceptics.  

Affirmative action is not a perfect solution – it presents real challenges. Minority officers may bear an extra burden in an already difficult environment – “you’re only here because the odds were weighted in your favour”.  In applying affirmative action would people experience discrimination because of physiological difference?  Yes, they would. But this is a price worth paying for the longer term benefits of a police service more at ease with itself and more at one with the society from which we’re drawn. In so many ways, as we confront the challenges of global terrorism and increasingly diverse communities, policing is at a crossroad. Affirmative action is not for the faint-hearted but it is most definitely a way forward.
The full paper affirmative action paper is available via the BAWP website – www.bawp.org
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