

		

			[image: 9781474612388.jpg]

		


	

		

			Dedication


			For Jessie, Charlie and Emily


		


	

		

			Crossing
the Line


			John Sutherland


			[image: W%26N-logo-for-title-left-bmap.tif]


		


	

		

			Contents


			Cover


			Dedication


			Title Page


			I. Introduction – Nothing but the Truth


			II. Drunk and Incapable


			III. Possession with Intent


			IV. Just a Domestic


			V. On a Knife Edge


			VI. Places of Safety


			VII. Learning to Listen


			VIII. Keeping the Peace


			IX. The Rise of Extremism


			X. A Question of Belief


			XI. On the Register


			XII. Policing in 2020


			Conclusion: First and Second Things


			Acknowledgements


			Notes


			Copyright


		


	

		

			I. Introduction – Nothing but the Truth


			I want you to see the things that I’ve seen.


			In the kitchen of the house across the street from where you live; outside the takeaway as evening draws in; on the top deck of the bus that passes the end of your road; among the away supporters on a Saturday afternoon and in the town centre on a Saturday night; in the stairwell where teenagers gather and needles collect; on stretches of grubby pavement and in the alleyway that runs behind the shops; outside the school gates and next to the skate park; in the burned-out remains of the third-floor flat; in the heart of the woods and out in the wide-open spaces; among the urgent raised voices in A&E. In places so close and yet so far away; in the lives of those whose faces might be familiar but whose stories we do not know.


			*


			I was sixteen years old when I decided that I wanted to become a police officer. Later, when the careers fair came to my university, there was only one stand I visited. After graduating, there was only one application form I filled out, one interview that I went for. I had set my heart on adventure – on living a life less ordinary than the one that might have been expected of a politely spoken, reasonably well-educated middle-class boy. More than anything, I wanted to be part of something that mattered. I joined the Met at the age of twenty-two and served as an officer for more than twenty-five years. It was my duty and my joy.


			As a society, we are captivated by policing – by tales of diamond heists and gruesome deaths, of shotgun-toting bank raiders and breakneck car chases, of midnight stakeouts and barefoot mavericks tackling terrorists in tower blocks. We watch police procedurals and fly-on-the-wall documentaries and we absorb the headlines on the rolling news. Both in fiction and in real life, we can find police officers almost everywhere we look: the good ones and the bad ones, the brave ones and the bent ones, the lone ones and those who muddle their way through in odd-couple partnerships, the new ones and the world-weary veterans approaching retirement – the ones who are ‘too old for this shit’. They seem so familiar to us, and yet we live our lives some distance removed from the realities of the world that policing inhabits and reveals.


			Blue-and-white cordon tape flicks idly in the breeze at the scene of the latest crime. It is makeshift and insubstantial, but it establishes something solid and impermeable: a line that separates police officers from the rest of us, their place from ours. We might pause for a moment to stare at the people in forensic suits fingertip-searching for clues and wonder what might have happened there, but we always move on in the end. We resume our lives, leaving them to theirs.


			The painful privilege of policing is to encounter all of life and all of death and everything in between – at the scenes not just of crimes, but of car crashes and cot deaths and every other kind of catastrophe. And in those places, the job of a police officer is to save lives, to find the lost, to bind up the broken-boned and the broken-hearted, to protect the vulnerable, to defend the weak, to confront the dangerous, sometimes to risk it all. Viewed in those terms, it seems to me to be about as extraordinary a job as could ever be. If you were to ask any police officer why they do what they do, they would more than likely tell you that it is simply because they want to make a difference. They want to help people.


			When I started out in the Met in the early 1990s, I knew very little of the world beyond my own immediate, limited experience. I had spent the first fifteen years of my life in a village and then a small town, both about forty miles west of London, and while my childhood was far from perfect, there was an innocence and simplicity to things. I had never seen a pub fight or a stabbing. I’d never encountered drug addiction or child sexual exploitation. I’d never witnessed a serious house fire or a major road accident. I’d never even seen a dead body. It wasn’t that I was completely ignorant – I read the papers and watched the news, just like everyone else – and it wasn’t that I had no interest or didn’t care. I suppose that I was in the realm of Rumsfeld’s unknown unknowns: I didn’t know what I didn’t know. But I took an oath and I put on a uniform and, over time, everything changed. I started to see life – and death – as it actually can be.


			And I want you to see it too. I want you to cross the line from one side of the cordon tape to the other and to stand for a while in the places where police officers spend their working lives.


			Some of what you will find is unavoidably grim. Some of it is horrifying and some of it defies description and comprehension. But there is beauty too: kindness, courage, compassion and humanity – the very best of things alongside the very worst. Though I am retired now, I retain a deep love for policing – both for the job and for the people who do it. It remains for me as much an affair of the heart and the soul as it ever was. And it will always be so much more than just an occupation – a means of paying the rent. It is a preoccupation, a vocation, a calling even; one that offers a singular, shattering perspective on some of the most profound and troubling problems of our age.


			In the pages that follow, I will set out ten particular challenges facing us in twenty-first-century Western society: alcohol abuse, drug addiction, domestic violence, knife crime, mental illness, community–police relations, public disorder, terrorism, sexual offences and child abuse – each viewed through the lens of policing experience. The intention is not to shock or sensationalise, but rather to engage and inform; to ask questions and to suggest ways in which we ought to respond. I want to show you how life can be for people who live all around us – people who, in endless different ways, are just like you and me.


			Before I continue, I want to make clear that I am no blind apologist for the job I used to do. Not all of policing history makes for comfortable reading. Think of Hillsborough, or of the failures of the first police investigation into the murder of Stephen Lawrence, or the death of Ian Tomlinson during the G20 protests in London. Sometimes police officers, both individually and collectively, get things terribly wrong – and we should never seek to pretend otherwise. We also need to understand that, while the sight of a police officer will likely be a source of immediate reassurance to many of us – the relief of knowing that everything is going to be all right now that the police are here – for some, even the fleeting presence of a copper can be the cause of overwhelming anxiety. To them, the uniform represents a threat – the possibility that they will be targeted, stopped, searched, arrested, even beaten. They might have encountered any of those things in the past, or they might have heard the second-hand stories of those who have. Either way, they are afraid. Even the most law-abiding among us can sometimes feel that jab of groundless apprehension when we catch sight of a police car in our rear-view mirror. For a small minority the response goes way beyond fear. For them, the uniform becomes a target, for everything from a mouthful of gob to a bullet or a bomb. You can still find the letters ACAB tattooed onto the knuckles of some old villains: All Coppers Are Bastards. It’s a question of perception, I suppose – of belief, and of experience.


			Certainly society has every right to expect higher standards of police officers than they do of anyone else. Because of the promises they make, the powers they are given and the position they occupy in society. Because if you can’t trust a police officer, then who can you trust? When police officers betray their promises or misuse their powers or abuse their position, it is essential that they are brought to account. We must never shy away from holding policing up to the light, and no right-thinking police officer would ever argue otherwise.


			But, having acknowledged some of the uncomfortable truths about the faults and failings of our police service, we need to take care to ensure that they don’t become defining. Because the fact is, at its best, policing in this country represents the very finest of who we are and the very best of who we can be. For more than twenty-five years, I worked with heroes.


			*


			One final note before we begin. During the course of my police service, I was frequently called upon to give evidence in court. Each time I did so, I was required to take an oath. I stepped into the witness box and, taking a Bible in my right hand and raising it to shoulder height, repeated the following words:


			I swear by Almighty God that the evidence I give to the court shall be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.


			I make the same promise to you now. The content of this book represents the evidence of my experience – of all my time in policing – and, while occasional names and identifying details might have been changed, I swear that all of it is true.


		


	

		

			II. Drunk and Incapable


			The first person I ever arrested, way back in the spring of 1993, was a drunk. A man who had fallen out of the bottom of life.


			I had just completed my first twenty weeks of recruit training at Hendon in north London and was at the start of my Street Duties course – a further ten weeks out on patrol in the company of an older, more experienced officer who would tell me to forget most of what I had learned in the classroom and show me how to do the job for real. It didn’t take me long to realise that experience is everything; that you learn policing by doing it.


			We were walking down Victoria Street early one evening when I came across a soiled, sorry-looking heap of a man, slumped on the pavement just outside McDonald’s. He was in no fit state to look after himself but was too drunk to even care.


			Victoria Street is situated in a busy part of central London, humming with tourists, office workers, shoppers, schoolchildren, street sweepers and the constant toing and froing of red buses and black cabs. It runs more or less west to east, connecting the affluence of Belgravia with the towered magnificence of Parliament Square. A road from wealth to power. Mostly, it’s a place of retail and restaurants, of banking and business, of capital and consumption, but about a third of the way up, on the right-hand side – in a space between glass and grey slab blocks – is Westminster Cathedral. And in front of the cathedral there is a broad square, with a shoe shop on one side and the McDonald’s on the other. It’s a place where priests and parishioners mingle and people of all faiths and none pause to take out their cameras and take in the sights.


			That’s where I found the semi-conscious man, some distance away from the throng, unwashed for weeks and smelling of urine. His clothes, encrusted with every kind of filth, were disintegrating, his hair was matted, his face was stubbled and scarred. I had recently celebrated my twenty-third birthday; he might have been anywhere between thirty and sixty. And you learn early on in a policing career that sometimes it might be necessary to put on a pair of latex gloves before touching another human being.


			I arrested him for being drunk and incapable. I did so for his own protection. Had he at some point recovered the wherewithal to stagger back to his feet, there would probably have been nothing to stop him from falling off the edge of the kerb and into the path of the next passing vehicle. He needed saving from himself. I hauled him up off the ground and half carried him on a slow, foot-dragging walk to the waiting van. I eased him onto the floor in the back of the old Leyland Sherpa and did my best to manoeuvre him into the recovery position in preparation for the short journey back to Rochester Row nick.


			Police officers are considered in law to be expert witnesses when it comes to the question of drunkenness. Over time, you learn certain stock phrases that become part of your professional vocabulary:


			His eyes were glazed.
He was unsteady on his feet.
His breath smelt strongly of intoxicating liquor.


			That was the evidence I presented to the custody sergeant when we reached the station, anxious to make sure I got the right words in the right order. Under most circumstances, the sergeant would then have asked for the prisoner’s personal details and explained to them their rights – to speak to a solicitor, to have someone informed of their arrest and to read a copy of a (very dull) book called the Codes of Practice, which explains police powers and procedures. But the man’s condition was such that it was impossible to get a single syllable of sense out of him. Any attempts at conversation would have been a complete waste of everyone’s time.


			‘Take him straight down to cell two, search him and then let him sleep it off.’


			The sergeant had seen people like him a thousand times before. After a while, I would develop the same kind of weary familiarity. You very quickly lose count of the drunks you meet.


			‘And make sure you put the mattress down on the floor. I don’t want him rolling off the bench and doing himself even more damage.’


			Drunks like mine were put on half-hour checks – roused every thirty minutes to make sure their alcohol-induced stupor didn’t deteriorate into some other kind of medical emergency. But shouting through the small wicket in the cell door isn’t enough to wake a semi-comatose alcoholic, so I was taught to pinch an ear lobe or put pressure on a thumbnail by pressing firmly against it with the side of a Bic biro. It was never my intention to cause distress, just to create enough discomfort to confirm they were still alive.


			Sometimes drunks would be charged and sent to court the following morning, where they would pick up a fine they couldn’t afford to pay, or more likely be sentenced retrospectively to the night they had already spent in our cells. Alternatively, they would be released straight from the station – once they’d sobered up enough – and we could save a bit of time by doing a little less paperwork. Either way, they would wander out of the door to resume their lives on the streets and on the booze. Get drunk, get arrested, get released; repeat indefinitely until organ failure kicks in and life reaches its own jarring conclusion. So often it falls to police officers to take care of people that most of the rest of the world doesn’t appear to give a damn about. It might only be for one night, but if not us, then who?


			I have long forgotten most of the inebriates I’ve dealt with over the years. But every police officer remembers their first arrest, and the man outside McDonald’s was mine. I imagine he died a long, long time ago, but I still think about him. I still wonder about the circumstances of his life and the endlessly complex set of reasons why he might have ended up on that particular bit of London pavement.


			Perhaps he was ex-military, a broken veteran of the Falklands or some other distant conflict; someone who drank to forget. Maybe he was an ex-husband who had lost his marriage and his children and hit the bottle in a forlorn effort to drown the despair. Or maybe it was the bottle that had cost him his family in the first place. Perhaps it all started when he lost his job, after a downturn in the economy or an accident on the building site where he worked; having lost his source of regular income, he then also lost his home and ended up on the streets, drinking to keep out the cold. Maybe he was sick, seeking relief from physical pain or suffering from some kind of mental illness and drinking for reasons he didn’t really understand. Except that it had become the only way he could get himself to sleep at night. A friend of mine who is a recovering alcoholic and who now works with alcoholics serving time in prison has suggested to me that ‘addiction is an attempt at self-repair’ – a desperate and singularly flawed means of trying to cope when life begins to fall apart.


			For the man outside McDonald’s, it might have been any one of those things. Or none of them. Or some combination of them. But the one thing I am certain of is the sadness: the deep sorrow of a life lived without apparent comfort or care. Without love. Nobody chooses an existence that turns out like that: weeping sores, freezing nights, aching limbs and endless fear. And as we walk on by, hands deep in pockets, carefully ignoring the voice asking if we have any change to spare, avoiding discomfiting eye contact with the sad soul trying to communicate with us, we are in danger of forgetting their humanity, and of forfeiting some of our own.


			Over the course of my years in policing, I met every possible kind of drunk. It wasn’t just the street sleepers and bedsit dwellers, fighting and losing their private battles with the alcoholic disease; it was everyone else as well.


			There were young drunks and old drunks. Male drunks and female drunks. Rich drunks and poor drunks: drunks from the tower blocks and drunks from the Houses of Parliament. Celebratory drunks and mourning drunks – drinking to remember, drinking to forget. Drunks riding bicycles and drunks driving cars. Agitated drunks and passed-out-cold drunks. Happy drunks and immensely violent drunks. Drunks kissing people. Drunks killing people. The Institute of Alcohol Studies estimates that alcohol is an aggravating factor in as many as a million crimes committed in the UK each year, and that the annual cost to the UK taxpayer of alcohol-related crime and disorder is as high as £11 billion.1


			*


			The first pub fight I encountered happened in one of the back streets just off Vauxhall Bridge Road in central London.


			Before joining the police, I had rarely encountered significant violence of any kind. There was the odd schoolboy scuffle, and a black eye I picked up soon after I turned eighteen, but that was about it. So the sight of my first full-blown punch-up caught me unawares. I had never seen anything like it before, not in real life, at least. The scene that greeted me as I arrived bore an uncanny resemblance to the bar-room brawls staged in a thousand Westerns – bodies tumbling through swing doors and into the street outside. All we were missing were the Stetsons and the spurs. Arms swinging, blows connecting, voices screaming, people falling – and every single one of them off their face.


			I followed my colleagues into the heart of the melee and tried to take hold of the nearest flailing limb. A stray hand reached out and grabbed my epaulette, ripping it clean off the shoulder of my jacket. For a fleeting moment I worried that the damage to my uniform was going to get me into trouble with my sergeant, and I wondered how I was going to mend it. But then it was back to the chaos of the brawl. Within a minute or two, we had it under control, pulling bodies apart as they continued to issue threats of recrimination. Boozed-up bravado, all for show. Mountain goats butting heads in some pathetic, primal attempt to prove who was hardest.


			I’ve no idea what started it, but we finished it. Bloodied noses were carted off to custody. Bystanders were ushered back indoors. Broken glass was swept away. Move along now. Nothing to see here. Over time, the violence became more and more familiar to me, particularly when it came to pubs and clubs.


			Several years later, I was in the front passenger seat of a marked patrol car, parked up opposite the Slug and Lettuce pub on Fulham Broadway. I had recently moved to Fulham to take up a post as an inspector on a uniform response team, and Adrian, the senior sergeant on my new team, was showing me round. It was close to midnight.


			‘Why are we sitting here?’ I asked him, keen to continue our tour of the local area.


			He nodded his head towards the pub. ‘Because at some point in the next ten minutes, there’s going to be a fight on the pavement outside the Slug.’


			We only had to wait five. A great tree trunk of a man emerged from the pub, landed a punch that floored one of the other drinkers, then ran off in the general direction of the Tube station. We were straight out of the car and after him. As I ran, I shouted into my radio, ‘Chasing suspects … Fulham Broadway towards Stamford Bridge.’


			I was younger than Adrian. Fitter, too. But somehow he managed to nudge ahead of me in our pursuit. I was still on the radio, relaying the thrill of the chase. ‘Right down Britannia Road. Male IC1, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt.’


			Sprinting and shouting, I was gaining on him, though still not quite as quickly as Adrian.


			‘Right again. Moore Park Road.’


			Adrian managed to get him down on the ground. I arrived a split second later, we got the handcuffs on and I arrested him for the assault. Two decades on, Adrian continues to accuse me of stealing his prisoner. I, on the other hand, insist that I had simply paced myself better and was the only one of us with enough breath left to say the words of the caution.


			‘Suspect detained. Can we have a van on the hurry-up, please.’


			We took him back to the nick to sober up in the cells before he could be interviewed and charged. Further inquiries revealed that he was a martial artist from Lithuania, wanted for rape in his home country. He was six foot six tall. I have known of cases in which a single drunk punch killed a man, and I find myself wondering what might have happened had this particular thug decided to fight us too. I for one wouldn’t have stood a chance.


			*


			Everywhere I have ever worked has had its problem pubs, clubs and off-licences. They are antisocial-behaviour generators, crime generators, violence generators – all-round harm generators. People have too much to drink and have their bags and wallets and phones stolen. People have too much to drink and fall over and hurt themselves. People have too much to drink and start smashing stuff up. People have too much to drink and get into fights with one another. Or get run over. I remember one worse-for-wear man who swayed out in front of a car doing about 30 mph along one of the roads near Victoria station. He was thrown several feet in the air and a great deal further down the road. By some extraordinary miracle, he survived the double impact – first with the car and then with the road surface – but he was a mess. Even so, it’s hard not to have more sympathy for the poor, traumatised, blameless car driver.


			It is against the law for any member of staff in any licensed premises to serve alcohol to someone who is already drunk. But that doesn’t seem to put too many of them off – not while there are huge sums of money to be made. And a drunk and his cash are easily parted.


			As I progressed in my career and started to take on responsibilities that stretched across whole London boroughs, I began to seek out the venues that appeared to have the most corrosive impact on local communities – those that placed the greatest demand and strain on police resources; those that had a disproportionate impact on crime in general and violence in particular. The idea was to concentrate our attention in the locations where we were likely to get the greatest positive return on our investment of time and effort. In Hammersmith, it was the Palais.


			At the lower end of Shepherds Bush Road, a hundred yards or so from the busy Broadway, the Palais was an old dance hall and concert venue that had been operating, in various guises, since the early part of the twentieth century. The Beatles and the Stones had both played there. In the late 1990s, it had been converted into a nightclub, and that was when the real problems set in. Too much drink, too many drugs and too much crime and disorder of every sort. I met with the owners and tried to work constructively with them to improve things.


			Local residents had reported concerns about crowded pavements, traffic jams, litter and noise, but I had concerns far more serious than the basic inconveniences associated with having a busy nightclub on your doorstep. I was troubled by the account of the woman who reported being raped after leaving the venue; by the story of the man whose skull had been fractured in a fight; by the outbreak of violence serious enough for my colleagues to call out the Commissioner’s Reserve, a specialist unit of officers trained to deal with major disorder; by the shooting that happened on the dance floor.


			In early 2006, having been unable to secure any voluntary improvement in the situation, my colleagues and I initiated a formal review of the venue’s licence. In doing so, I was given legal advice suggesting that I needed to consider the human rights of the Palais owners and staff – their entitlement to a livelihood and so on. But, to be honest, I was more concerned about the human rights of everyone else. We built our case on the basis of a desire to prevent crime and disorder, and to preserve public safety. Our senior crime analyst developed a comprehensive and very lengthy chronological document that set out countless cases of serious criminality and repeated instances of disorder. The hearing was held at the Town Hall, and we were successful in securing a reduction in both the venue’s opening hours and its operating capacity. The case cost many thousands of pounds to bring, but the crime that had persisted for so long had cost hundreds of thousands more. A year later, the Palais closed down completely, and one little corner of the capital was a whole lot safer as a consequence.


			My adversarial dealings with the Palais happened in the months following the introduction of a new set of nationwide twenty-four-hour licensing laws. They had come into effect at midnight on 24 November 2005 and had been portrayed as a solution to the so called binge-drinking epidemic that had begun to blight so many parts of the country. They certainly represented a significant shift in the regulation of alcohol sales. Rather than closing at 11 p.m. – later for some nightclubs at weekends – venues could apply for licences that would allow them to stay open, serving alcohol all the way through the night.


			The idea seemed to be to encourage people to spread their drinking over an extended period of time – and to avoid the sudden rush of consumption in the period immediately prior to traditional closing times. But before the changes came into effect, there had been widespread concern expressed about the possible consequences. Medical experts highlighted the likely health costs of increased alcohol intake. Police chiefs pointed out the potential impact on crime and antisocial behaviour. And all sorts of people talked about the wider social implications of the likely emergence of a twenty-four-hour drinking culture. Some of the academic research published a decade or so later suggested that many of these fears were not borne out in reality, but experience sometimes contradicts apparent evidence.


			As far as police officers are concerned, late and night shifts on Fridays and Saturdays have always been busy – particularly in town centres. But before November 2005, there were natural limitations – basic time constraints – on the kind of alcohol-related criminality and antisocial behaviour that becomes so familiar when you’re out on patrol. Most places would be closed not long after midnight and the streets would be relatively quiet by about 2 a.m. At that point, we would have the precious opportunity to draw breath and perhaps even devote some time to other priorities. Not so since November 2005. From that point on, in some parts of town at least, the drinking and pissing against walls and throwing up on pavements and falling over and fighting simply carried on all the way through the night. And it placed extraordinary demands on already stretched police resources.


			Take Camden Town, for example. One of the liveliest and busiest parts of central London, it is the very definition of a twenty-four-hour economy, with pubs, clubs, bars, all-night restaurants and outdoor drinking on the canal towpath, tattoo parlours and mad shops selling wigs and leopard-print clothes. People come from all over the world to visit, and among all that is genuinely wonderful about Camden, there are the all-too-evident consequences of the drinking that never stops.


			I had the privilege of being the local borough commander for just over two years, between 2010 and 2012, and Camden Town was part of my patch. The relentlessly harmful impact of too much booze – specifically enabled and extended by twenty-four-hour licensing – became a source of huge concern to me. And with good reason: crime in the area was significant, violence in particular.


			Sometimes it was deadly.


			On Sunday 26 February 2012, Liverpool Football Club won the League Cup Final. The match was played at Wembley, and thousands of supporters had travelled down to London the night before. One of them, twenty-six-year-old Alex Jarmay, never made it to the game. He and his younger brother, together with a handful of friends, went out drinking in Camden Town, no doubt dreaming out loud about goals being scored and trophies being lifted. Scousers are pretty passionate about their football. But in a basement bar just off Camden High Street, it all went fatally wrong. Twenty-nine-year-old Paul Beck was drinking in the same bar as the group of friends. He had also been taking cocaine. Reacting to a seemingly non-existent threat, Beck crossed the dance floor and entered the venue’s kitchen. I have watched the grim, silent CCTV footage of him doing so. It shows him re-emerging moments later armed with a large knife. Off camera, he stabbed Alex three times, including once in the chest. Alex staggered to the entrance of the club before collapsing and dying on the pavement outside.


			The following morning, I drove up to Holborn to meet with Alex’s brother and two of the friends who had been at the bar when it happened. I sat down at a table in the police station canteen and looked across at three broken men. They were silent and uncomprehending, their faces ashen and drawn: I don’t think any of them had slept a single minute since the night before. I tried to find the words to tell them how deeply sorry I was, and I promised them that we would give everything in our pursuit of the killer, but I don’t think they took any of it in. How could they have done? It was meant to have been a day of joy – of cup final songs and raucous celebrations – but instead, they had found themselves trapped in a waking nightmare. The words of a stranger, however sensitively spoken, could do nothing to change the reality they were faced with. Paul Beck eventually got life. Alex Jarmay lost his. And all for what? Certainly nothing that makes any kind of sense to me.


			I was so concerned about the prevalence of the violence in Camden Town that, together with my senior team, I took the decision to multiply the policing presence there at weekends. On Fridays and Saturdays, in place of the usual three-shift pattern (earlies, lates and nights, each lasting eight hours), we asked officers to work two twelve-hour stretches instead. We called it Operation Numerus. Thus, the early shift became a day shift, starting at seven in the morning and finishing at seven in the evening, and all those officers who would otherwise have been working lates and nights were combined into a single team in an effort to keep a lid on things. Half of them were dedicated exclusively to Camden Town. The results were positive, but the investment of resources was disproportionate, and detrimental to other parts of the borough not blighted by the worst effects of the late-night economy, which were thus starved of a regular policing presence. That is the reality, though. You can’t do more of one thing while simultaneously doing more of every other thing as well. The decision to focus attention on one particular crime problem – or on one specific geographical area – comes, inevitably, at the expense of others. It remains a constant balancing act, but one that has to be determined on the basis of harm. The greater the potential for harm to be caused, the greater the need to invest time and people and money and resources. Not everything can be a priority.


			*


			It seems to me that beyond the apparent desire to extend drinking hours – and in doing so somehow dilute the adverse effects of too much alcohol – the introduction of twenty-four-hour licensing was driven by two other motivations. The first might be described as libertarian and aspirational – the ambition of creating a European-style café culture that would bring new life to the kinds of inner-city areas that never really slept. The problem was that while the changes introduced a new set of drinking rights, there was no commensurate sense of accompanying responsibility demonstrated either by individual drinkers or by the licensing trade. Certainly not in places like Camden Town.


			The second driver was hard-nosed economics. Successful venues were able to earn fortunes from the extended hours. But while the profits were privatised, the accompanying costs – of cleaning up streets, breaking up fights and treating those who got sick or hurt – were paid for almost entirely out of the public purse. An evidence review carried out by Public Health England in 2016 suggested that the total cost of alcohol-related harm (an estimate of the combined financial burden borne by the police, the criminal justice system, the NHS and the wider UK economy) could be as high as £52 billion every single year.2


			Drinking too much is costing us a fortune. More than that, it is killing us. The abuse of alcohol destroys lives. It can do so as the result of a single night out or as the consequence of years of sustained drinking.


			When I was working as a detective sergeant in Lewisham, I took on responsibility for investigating a rape case involving two alcoholics. They knew one other and both were known to the police. After another long day’s drinking, they had ended up in bed together back at his place. No one was disputing the sex that had followed; the point of disagreement – and the basis of the allegation – was one of consent. At some point along the way, she told us that she had said no but that he had paid no heed. And no must always mean no.


			I went with a couple of members of my team to the scene of the alleged crime – a grim first-floor bedsit in which none of the limited contents, carpets or sparse furnishings appeared to have been cleaned or washed at any point in living memory. It was one of those places where you might have felt more inclined to wipe your feet on the way out rather than on the way in. The suspect was at home and we informed him of the allegation before arresting him. He told us that the sex had been consensual, but in truth, he couldn’t remember much of anything at all. He was a crumbling old boozer who had likely been drinking since before I was born.


			We did the job we were there to do – seizing and packaging the impossibly grubby bedclothes, along with anything else that might have been of evidential value. Then we took him down to the station. Once he was sober enough, we took a series of intimate swabs and samples from him, before sitting him down in a tape-recorded interview room and asking him to tell us what had happened. He suggested that they had been drinking together – as they often did – and that she had been a perfectly willing participant in all that followed. His rambling account was peppered with the sort of nose-wrinkling detail that is hard to shift from the imagination, even two decades later.


			While we were dealing with him, one of the DCs on my team – a specially trained SOIT (Sexual Offences Investigation Techniques) officer – was attending to the victim. Murder aside, rape is about as wicked a crime as it’s possible to commit, and those who have been attacked need and deserve every possible consideration and care. The officer accompanied the victim to the nearest Haven clinic – a bespoke medical facility for victims of rape and sexual assault – but once there, she was reluctant to submit to the doctor’s examination or to provide the evidential samples that were essential for the investigation. She maintained that she had been raped, but was unwilling to elaborate much further or to give any kind of written statement. I suspect that hers was a life so chaotic that this turn of events was just the latest in a seemingly endless procession of sadness. And now she just wanted to be left alone.


			All of which meant that we were stuck. Rape cases always require patience, and in this instance, we had no option but to release the suspect on police bail while we tried to progress our inquiries.


			He went back to the drink, she went back to the drink, and I never managed to get any further with the allegation. I tried visiting her at home and found her standing on the pavement just outside her flat. I offered my support and promised her that we would take the matter seriously if only she would give us a statement. But she was having none of it. The SOIT officer had been similarly unsuccessful on every occasion she had tried to speak to her. Reluctantly, I closed the file. She was a complete mess – the victim not just of an alleged rape, but of life itself. As with the man I arrested outside McDonald’s, I find myself wondering at her story – at the particular collection of circumstances and events that had left her that way. The man who might or might not have raped her was a complete mess too. Two shambolic lives entirely destroyed by alcohol, leaving us with a truth that would never be known.


			*


			In 2018, the Scottish government introduced new legislation to set minimum unit pricing levels for alcohol. The primary source of their concern was the sort of cheap booze that often fills the lower shelves in local off-licences – the extra-strength beer and cider and the own-brand spirits that seem to be consumed almost exclusively by problem drinkers: kids with pocket money and mischief in mind and adults long since lost to the demon drink. Availability and affordability were the twin roots of the problem. The government’s aim was a simple one: to reduce crime and disorder and save lives by lowering the amount that people drink. The tactics were straightforward too: raise the price of alcohol to the point where it becomes far less affordable to the young and those who abuse it.


			Prior to the introduction of minimum pricing, it was possible to buy a three-litre bottle of strong cider for less than £4. Such a bottle contains twenty-two units of alcohol – significantly higher than the Chief Medical Officer’s recommended limit of fourteen units for an adult to consume in an entire week. Similarly, it was possible to buy a 75 cl bottle of own-brand vodka for £10. One of those contains closer to twenty-eight units of alcohol.


			Those lower prices are still available in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, though the latter two countries have taken some steps towards the introduction of minimum unit pricing. But in Scotland, the minimum price has been set at 50p per unit, meaning that the cost of the bottle of cider has risen to £11 and the vodka to £14. If that seems like an enormous price hike, a 2018 BBC News report estimated that annual alcohol-related health and criminal justice expenditure in Scotland is somewhere in the region of £3.6 billion. And the human cost is greater still. There are twenty-two alcohol-specific deaths in Scotland every single week. There are also 697 alcohol-related hospital admissions each week, and 80 per cent of all assault victims seen in A&E departments have been drinking.3


			Time will tell whether the new laws work as they are intended to, but every instinct I have tells me that it’s the right thing to do. And that the rest of Britain should do likewise. It won’t be the answer to everything, but it will be an almighty step in the right direction.


			*


			As I look back over my service, I cannot think of a single circumstance or situation I encountered in which alcohol made things better. In fact, exactly the opposite is true. Alcohol is both an enabling and an aggravating factor in endless forms of criminality – domestic violence (indeed, violence of almost every kind), sexual assault and harassment, child sexual exploitation and so on. And then there are the roads. In Britain in 2017, there were more than 8,500 casualties following drink-driving accidents, including 290 fatalities and 1,400 serious injuries.4


			As F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote in The Great Gatsby: ‘First you take a drink, then the drink takes a drink, then the drink takes you.’ Extend that over the course of an evening and into the early hours of the following morning, and you have the potential for every possible kind of trouble. Extend it over the course of a lifetime, and you will likely find yourself in the arms of a police officer, being peeled off the pavement outside a fast-food restaurant in the centre of town.


			If alcohol was a twenty-first-century discovery, it would be designated as a Class A drug, no different from heroin or cocaine. As the law currently stands, it would be illegal to sell it. It would be illegal even to possess it.


		


	

		

			III. Possession with Intent


			Brixton in the 1990s was a remarkable place to work as a police officer: there was so much that needed doing, with barely a breath between one incident and the next, and always a difference to be made in the life of somebody, somewhere. It was the second posting of my Met career. I had started out as a PC in a much quieter part of town and was looking for a new professional challenge. I wanted to learn and develop – to experience everything that a life in blue had to offer. So I was delighted when my request for a move south of the river was approved.


			One afternoon, I was asked to help out on a response team that was short of an officer for the late shift. I was posted as the operator in a marked patrol car being driven by an older, more experienced PC called James Seymour. I hadn’t met him before, but he turned out to be extraordinary company. Part way through the evening, in a brief lull between calls, he told me the story of the day he nearly died.


			It all happened on the night of Wednesday 9 March 1994.


			It was a late turn much like any other, and PC 965LD Seymour was driving Lima 3, one of the division’s area cars, tasked with responding to the most serious emergency calls. His operator was a young colleague from the same response team. It was approaching 9.30 p.m. – close to the end of the shift – and the two officers were patrolling ‘the Frontline’, a neighbourhood synonymous with street-level drug dealing on an almost industrial scale.
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