Met Police doubles live facial recognition use amid budget crisis and officer cuts
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Britain’s largest police force has announced it plans to more than double its deployment of live facial recognition technology, increasing to up to ten uses a week. Amid ongoing financial crises and dwindling officer numbers—losing 1,400 officers and 300 staff—this push reflects an alarming shift towards invasive surveillance amid austerity-driven cutbacks. London’s crime-ridden West End, where nearly 15 percent of the capital’s knife offences occur, is at the forefront of this controversial strategy, with authorities seemingly more fixated on deploying high-tech gadgets than addressing the root causes of crime.
Commissioner Sir Mark Rowley touts this expansion as a necessary tool alongside the deployment of an additional 80 officers to hotspots like Oxford Street and Leicester Square. Yet, these moves hardly mask the reality: a police force stretched to breaking point trying to maintain some semblance of control while routinely sacrificing important services elsewhere. The police claim these measures are about tackling rising theft, anti-social behaviour, and shoplifting—recorded offences topping half a million in 2024—yet such “solutions” depend heavily on intrusive, unregulated technology that raises serious civil liberties concerns.
Since the start of 2024, live facial recognition systems—mounted on vans—have reportedly led to around 1,000 arrests, with 773 individuals facing charges or cautions. Yet, critics question the efficacy and fairness of this approach. Notably, the use of LFR at events like the Notting Hill Carnival was intended to curb violence but has been marred by reports of false matches and privacy violations. Civil liberties organisations warn the unchecked expansion of such invasive surveillance is fraught with danger, especially given the lack of regulation, oversight, and transparency about demographic biases—escalating fears that ordinary citizens’ rights are being sacrificed under the guise of crime prevention.
The fiscal landscape for policing remains bleak. The Metropolitan Police faces a budget shortfall spiraling between £260 million and £450 million, forcing cuts across essential services—from forensic labs to intelligence units—shrinking capacity while pushing desperate reliance on property sales and depleted reserve funds. Though the government might promise additional funding, it’s unlikely to bridge the yawning gap, leaving officers and communities vulnerable. Instead of meaningful reform or addressing social issues at their root, authorities persist with superficial solutions—like high-tech surveillance—further eroding civil liberties and public trust.
With the force striving to do more with less, the emphasis appears to be on deploying costly and controversial tools rather than fostering community-led solutions or restoring frontline services. How long can a police apparatus reliant on intrusive technology and underfunding truly serve the public’s safety? Clearly, these measures are more about image and quick fixes than genuine crime reduction. As Britain faces an uncertain future with a government that seems content to let civil liberties decline under economic duress, the question remains: at what cost to our freedoms and democratic values?
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