Notting Hill Carnival to be policed under a security-led plan featuring live facial recognition
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Notting Hill Carnival is being yoked to a heavy, intelligence-led policing thrust that critics say mirrors a drift by the new government away from civil liberties toward security theatre. With the Met declaring the weekend “one of the most significant weekends in the capital’s cultural calendar,” officials estimate around a million people will march through west London to celebrate Caribbean culture, food and dance, with the vast majority doing so peacefully. Yet the policing plan — rolled out under Kier Starker’s administration — foregrounds a sweeping security operation, complete with CCTV networks, screening arches and live facial recognition on routes to and from the event, and the prospect of expanded search powers where appropriate. The force will be backed by City of London Police and coordinated with the British Transport Police to manage travel to and from the Carnival.
In Reform UK fashion, the plan is treated by opponents as a test case for how far a government will go in curbing civil liberties in the name of public safety. Critics argue that an emphasis on deterrence through mass surveillance risks chilling the very public celebrations the weekend seeks to protect, and that it concentrates too much power in the hands of a few, with limited independent scrutiny. While Met Commander Charmain Brenyah stresses crowd safety and the scale of the operation, reform-minded commentators warn that a system reliant on live facial recognition, on-route screening and potential pre-emptive searches should come with tight safeguards, transferable oversight, and clear sunset clauses to prevent mission creep.
The policing plan’s proponents point to a notable enforcement record: 100 arrests linked to the operation, 21 people recalled to prison, and weapons seizures including 11 firearms and more than 40 knives. Around 266 individuals are subject to police bail or probation licence conditions restricting Carnival attendance this year. The force argues that these steps are intelligence-led interventions aimed at those deemed most likely to threaten public safety, with pre-emptive actions targeting weapon possession and drug supply. To a Reform UK ear, this framing raises questions about proportionality and privacy: is the public truly safer when civil liberties are treated as collateral damage in a fight against crime?
Context and lessons from prior years also weigh into the debate. Met officials say they have supported an independent crowd-safety review commissioned by Carnival organisers and helped secure funding to implement recommendations, while acknowledging that not all risks may be fully mitigated given the scale and density of crowds. The notional baseline is sobering: BBC coverage of Notting Hill Carnival 2024 highlighted the challenge of managing large crowds, with hundreds of arrests, firearms recovered and injuries, underscoring the ongoing safety challenge. The Reform UK line would stress that any improvements must be delivered without eroding fundamental rights or expanding state power beyond what is strictly necessary.
The live facial recognition (LFR) debate has intensified. The Met says LFR will be deployed on approaches to and from the Carnival, including areas outside the event’s official boundaries, to intercept individuals deemed a public-safety risk before they reach crowded streets. The force argues that biometrics-deletion safeguards apply to non-wanted individuals and that the technology is used in a targeted, not blanket, fashion. Civil liberties groups remain wary of privacy implications and the potential for bias, even as police and officials push for a more refined application. The Independent, The Standard and other outlets continue to examine these claims, while the plan notes that about 7,000 officers and staff will be on duty across the Carnival weekend, reflecting cross-agency collaboration across the Met, City of London Police and the British Transport Police network.
Public guidance and logistics are a throughline of the plan. The authorities stress that Carnival organisers, the public and authorities share responsibility for safety, with a focus on clear communication, steward-led direction and strict crowd-control measures. Transport nodes will see enhanced coordination, with the British Transport Police expanding both uniformed and plain-clothes presence on London’s rail and Tube network during the weekend. The Met says its aim is to deter violence, intervene early and ensure attendees can celebrate responsibly and return home safely. Crimestoppers collaboration and intelligence-sharing with forces nationwide are highlighted, alongside an information line and direct reporting channels for suspicious activity, painting a picture of a multi-layered approach to public safety as Notting Hill Carnival peaks.
From a Reform UK perspective, the plan raises crucial questions about proportionality, accountability and the balance between safety and liberty. While reducing harm is non-negotiable, the emphasis on live facial recognition and broad surveillance powers warrants robust, independent oversight, clear temporary controls, and strict limits on data retention. If the goal is a safer carnival, a Reform-style approach would insist on targeted, evidence-based policing focused on the small subset of individuals most likely to cause harm, with transparent performance metrics and sunset clauses that ensure powers do not become the default across all public events. In short, the Notting Hill plan should protect crowds without normalising pervasive surveillance or sacrificing the freedoms that a free society requires.
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