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ABSTRACT

In February 2005, riots involving local youth against police erupted in Macquarie Fields
following the deaths of two local young men who were in a stolen vehicle being pursued
by police. The riots at the time were dismissed by the serving Government, the Opposition,
NSWP police management and sections of the media, as merely a handful of young thugs
behaving poorly. However, subsequent media coverage, political debate recorded in
Hansard, academic literature and the findings of the Standing Committee on Social Issues
(2006) revealed discontent amongst some residents concerning the behavior, attitudes and
inconsistent actions of Macquarie Fields police. This study, through interviews conducted
with government and non-government service providers servicing the Macquarie Fields
community and interviews/observations conducted with Macquarie Fields police
participants, examined perceptions held by Macquarie Fields police concerning their
accountability and partnership with the community. It sought to discover whether police-
community programs implemented following the 2005 riots impacted upon police
perceptions of accountability to the community and led to improved relations between

police and community.

Findings indicated that despite the attempts of Government and police management to
improve relations between Macquarie Fields police and community, the relationship
remained problematic. Police participants were found to hold variable notions of
accountability and partnership towards the community. This combined negatively with the
primary crime reduction strategy of ‘stopping searching and moving on’ local youth
socializing in public places, which was reported by community service respondents as

being conducted by younger inexperienced police in an adversarial manner.

Findings from this study also indicated that poor police attitudes towards the community
were influenced by a problematic work environment in which police predominantly came
into contact with a small percentage of the community, namely youths from the
Department of Housing estates. Many of these interactions consisted of police being

subjected to verbal and sometimes physical abuse. Furthermore, police considered they



were not respected, unappreciated and being used by these community members. These
constant adversarial interactions have led to police negatively stereotyping other members
of the Macquarie Fields community. In addition, police participants saw themselves
different to the local community members with whom they came in contact. Police
regarded these residents as ‘others’ and perceived vast dissimilarities between themselves
and the residents in terms of: ambition; care of children; morals and values; drug usage;
education; employment; hygiene; motivation and respect for authority and family. This
impacted negatively upon the manner in which police interacted with community

members.

Findings from this study are significant in light of the commitment of Australian police
organisations to be more accountable to local communities through the implementation of
community policing initiatives. The adverse impact of the socially disorganised Macquarie
Fields community upon police perceptions of accountability to the community and
subsequent fluctuation of service may be of relevance to the policing of other Australian

disorganised communities where tensions exist between communities and police.

In terms of police policy and practice, this study recommends that police management at
Macquarie Fields need to recognise the adverse impact of the socially disorganised
Macquarie Fields community upon police attitudes. Furthermore, strategies need to be
undertaken by management to address this issue. These include; addressing the ‘crime
fighting’ mindset through the encouragement of a service-oriented approach; experienced
police being paired with inexperienced officers; additional deployment of female officers;
a greater emphasis placed upon problem oriented policing strategies. Also, the education
of police plays a pivotal role in assisting to combat the adverse impact of social
disorganisation upon police attitudes and behavior. Education, involving social difference;
effective communication with young people; community policing; de-escalation and
conflict management techniques; and an awareness of the negative impact of certain police
defensive tactics, may assist police in their role and help alleviate the strained police-

community relationship at Macquarie Fields.
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