Understanding the mission the environment: The implications of knowing
This afternoon, Otwin has highlighted the importance of familiarity with the broader socio-cultural environments in which police reform is undertaken. As a means of extending the dialogue between the academy and practitioners, I’d like to expand upon two of his key points, firstly the need for “serious knowledge work” prior to planning and implementation and secondly, the need to adapt reforms to local contexts. In considering these questions, I will draw upon my experience as an anthropologist embedded in a policing organisation, namely the Australian Federal Police. Needless to say, these musings are my own and do not represent the views of my organisation.
Serious knowledge work
Nobody in this room would question the need for serious knowledge work prior to the design and implementation of police capacity development initiatives. We all appreciate that knowledge of local circumstances should be acquired prior to program design, that it should shape the form of assistance to be offered, and that it should continually influence programs so that they are responsive to changing local circumstances. An implicit assumption of this call for knowledge, however, is that policing organisations have the capacity to utilise such knowledge. That is, that when equipped with local knowledge we a) know what to do with it and b) are willing to privilege it in the face of competing factors.  
While it may seem like common sense, I think an early mistake, which many of us make, is to embark upon knowledge work without knowing why we’re doing it. For example, why is it important that we understand local political cultures? When we’ve obtained information about such issues what exactly do we intend to do with it? Does it relate to something that we can influence, or is it simply a contextual factor of which we should be aware? In the event that these questions are not answered at the outset, we minimize the likelihood of analysis informing design, which may in part explain the overabundance of design documents that were preceded by detailed situational analyses yet seemingly fail to address local circumstances appropriately.  
The issue of whose local knowledge we should draw upon is an important one, which requires an appreciation of the specific contributions to be made by differing sources of knowledge. Three key sources of knowledge we can draw upon are local people, police practitioners and members of the academy, with a view to gathering divergent perspectives, not only between but within these groups.
Hearing and incorporating local voices is perhaps the most difficult task, due to language issues, the fact that the way in which people ask and respond to questions is culturally prescribed, power disparities and ethnocentrism, which renders it difficult for us to see beyond our own world view. We know, however, that trying to incorporate such voices in the design processes is integral not only to the consultative process, but also to the encouragement of local ownership. Unfortunately, disentangling local voices is heavily reliant upon a reasonable degree of cultural familiarity in the first place because what people say often departs significantly from what they think and do. Moreover, to the uninitiated, navigating the various “truths” presented by individuals is at times confounding, resulting in a tendency to over rely on local people who have a solid command of English and exposure to the West.

A common example of these challenges in the countries that I’ve worked in is “no, we’ve never received any investigations training”, which is later proven to be incorrect, with respondents having attended investigations training not only in their home country but also in multiple destinations around the world. Distinguishing between the truth, opportunism and in some cases sheer desperation, is amongst the most significant challenges of the planner who has limited experience of the context in which he or she is operating. 
Another source of local knowledge, which is becoming increasingly common as capacity building becomes core business for organisations such as the AFP, is the corporate knowledge of police practitioners. I’ve recently observed some interesting intersections between police culture and the ways in which police practitioners with whom I’ve worked approached the acquisition and use of local knowledge. During a recent scoping exercise, I asked a group of police to identify existing gaps in our group’s knowledge so that we could determine what further data gathering was necessary in order to progress our design. To my astonishment, 8 of 11 personnel responded that there were no gaps in our knowledge and that nothing required further investigation. Feeling extremely puzzled, I attempted to frame the question in a variety of ways, only to be met with the same answer. After a few days, a number of team members explained to me that “they were police, they were used to being judged on their ability to “tie up a case” and that to admit to gaps in knowledge was tantamount to admitting inability to “do the job”. While I’m not proposing for a minute that the local knowledge of police practitioners is inferior, this exercise highlighted for me – an anthropologist – how very differently we view knowledge, its production and its purpose.
A final source of local knowledge, with an important contribution to make to the design of police capacity development initiatives, is that of the academy. In my experience, the value of academic contributions is closely associated with the quality of the terms of reference that guide them. So, for example, when I reflect upon my own consultancy reports, those that were written in response to decisive terms of reference appear to have been drawn upon to a far greater extent than those that responded to ambiguous terms of reference. This brings us back to my earlier point, that as policy makers, we need to know why we are seeking knowledge in order to make it useful.
A number of other factors impact upon the utility of academic local knowledge including the degree to which academics are familiar with government process, and hence the appropriateness of their recommendations. Understanding the way in which policy is made – which in reality is often less rational than we’d hope for – is an important aspect of the research – policy nexus. At a recent seminar I heard a presenter claim that “policy is inherently messy”, whereas in fact, I would suggest that the social world is inherently messy, yet policy is by necessity extremely tidy. Recognising these complexities is an important first step towards improving the capacity of academic local knowledge to inform design and implementation.  
So what do we do with local knowledge when we have it?

Adapting police reforms to local contexts

One would assume that local knowledge would facilitate the process of adapting police reforms to local contexts. In my experience, this is not necessarily the case, and I think that many analyses of specific police capacity development programs mistakenly assume that the root cause of all observable inadequacies was either lack of local knowledge or inadequate planning. I propose that our key challenge is not developing local knowledge, but rather, figuring out what to do with it when we have it. That is, what can be influenced by outsiders, are we the right people to do it and how do we go about it?
Several factors mitigate our ability to use local knowledge to adapt police reforms to specific contexts, and here I briefly allude to just six of them.
First, policing organisations – like all organisations – privilege some forms of knowledge over others. While the mystique surrounding classified material collected by official intelligence analysts lends a certain gravitas to that data, open source material – regardless of the way in which it was collected – is often dismissed as common knowledge. So too, other forms of information are either valued as important or irrelevant, with potentially valuable local knowledge being dismissed on the basis that it is uncorroborated through means familiar and comfortable to police practitioners.
To give you an example, during a recent discussion about perceptions of public safety in PNG, I mentioned that over the past 12 years – and particularly the past 5 – I had noticed that the movement of people on Ela Beach had increased substantially and that families in particular, seemed to be spending more time having picnics and playing on the beach. In keeping with the recent thinking of World Bank social scientists, I suggested that observations of such situations might provide a useful complement to other tools through which we gauge public perceptions of safety.  With great haste, several of my policing colleagues informed me that observation and uncorroborated information were of no use to them, clearly demonstrating their occupational privileging of particular kinds of data.
Second, local knowledge is at times unwelcome. Cultural contexts are messy and complicated and inevitably challenge the validity of the neat policy responses that we are forced to concoct. If we don’t know how to address the challenges presented by local knowledge, we, like most others, tend to allow it to slip quietly in to the background.
Third, police capacity development costs money, money comes from government. Successfully gaining funding for any initiative places pressure upon the delivering agency to demonstrate success (usually defined in terms familiar to the donor government) within the funding cycle. What is locally appropriate will therefore often be trumped by the need to demonstrate quick wins. 
Fourth, regardless of local knowledge and analysis, the tools we have at our disposal are relatively finite, being money, “things” purchased with money and people, predominantly anglo-saxon men with Australian policing experience. What do we do if our analysis suggests that capacity isn’t the problem after all? Do we decline a request for assistance on the basis that we don’t have the mandate or capacity to deal with problems which emanate from beyond the police force, or do we send our people there anyway, in the hope that they can still contribute something? These are real questions, with which we must grapple.  
Fifth, despite the rhetoric of capacity development, there is an undeniable aspect of values transfer in the act of international police capacity development. We are not simply seeking to assist the development of functioning police forces, but rather, we’re seeking to assist the development of police forces that embrace values similar to our own, such as respect for human rights, accountability and respect for the rule of law. To this end, there are a number of issues on which we’re simply unwilling to comprise, regardless of our commitment to adapting to local circumstances. While the debate about cultural relativism and universal values continues in some quarters, police capacity development is unashamedly premised upon universal assumptions.
And finally, at the risk of sounding trite, the history of aid, state building and more narrowly police capacity development, suggests that we have few proven answers to the problems with which we’re dealing. Hence, regardless of how much we know about local contexts, knowing what to do with that knowledge appears to allude even the greatest of minds.
Conclusions

In briefly considering alternative sources of local knowledge and the need to adapt police capacity development initiatives to the contexts in which they occur, I have sought to highlight some of the practical challenges to the development of locally appropriate and potentially more legitimate police reforms. It has not been my intent to challenge the need to understand and adapt to local conditions (which are clearly fundamental to the police capacity development endeavour), but rather, I have attempted to contribute to our collective understanding of why this may or may not occur in practice.   
