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Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland (PONI) 

 
DATA SHEET 

 
 
There is probably no other State in the world that has undergone a similar process of profound and 
intense transformation in its conceptions, structures, practices and policing model as has Northern 
Ireland since the second half of the nineties. 
 
One of the most important figures that resulted from this reform is that of the Police Ombudsman for 
Northern Ireland (PONI), undoubtedly the most modern and powerful police external oversight 
mechanism in the world and a mandatory reference for any scholar or specialist interested in police 
accountability. 
 
Here is a data sheet with the most important aspects of this mechanism. 
 
 
Corporate Governance 

 
 The Police Ombudsman is appointed by Her Majesty, as a named person for a fixed term of 

seven years.  
 His Office has 150 staff and an annual operating budget of around 9 million pounds  
 The Office of the Police Ombudsman is situated in Belfast and provides a continuous service 

24 hours a day to the people and police of Northern Ireland.  
 The Police Ombudsman is accountable to the Northern Ireland Assembly, through the Minister 

for Justice. 
 The status of the Office of the Police Ombudsman is that of a non-departmental public body 

(NDPB) administrated through the Department of Justice.  
 The Office does not carry out its functions on behalf of the Crown. 
 The Police Ombudsman also investigates complaints against the Belfast Harbour Police, Larne 

Harbour Police, the Belfast International Airport Police and Ministry of Defence Police in 
Northern Ireland and the Serious Organised Crime Agency when its staff operates in this 
jurisdiction. 

 
 
Vision and Values 
 
The Police Ombudsman’s Office is required by law to strive to deliver a police complaints system in 
which the public and police officers can have confidence. 
  
Vision 
Provide excellence in the independent and impartial investigation of police complaints, which builds 
confidence and improves policing for the community. 
 
Values 
Independence, impartiality, integrity, openness, fairness, human rights, accessibility, satisfaction and 
accountability.  
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Functions, duties and powers of the Police Ombudsman 
 
The Police (Northern Ireland) Act 1998 requires the Police Ombudsman to  

 Exercise his powers in such manner and to such extent as appears to him to be best 
calculated to secure: 

a) The efficiency, effectiveness and independence of the police complaints system; and  
b) The confidence of the public and of members of the police force in that system;  

 Observe all requirements as to confidentiality;  
 Receive complaints and other referred matters and to decide how to deal with them;  
 Investigate complaints, referred matters and matters called in for investigation by the Police 

Ombudsman;  
 Receive and record policy complaints and refer them to the Chief Constable;  
 Make recommendations to the Director of Public Prosecutions for criminal prosecution;  
 Make recommendations and directions in respect of disciplinary action against police officers;  
 Notify the Secretary of State, Northern Ireland Policing Board (NIPB) and the Chief Constable 

of the outcome of certain complaints, referred matters and any investigation which the Police 
Ombudsman initiates without a complaint; and  

 Report to the Secretary of State annually.  
 

The Police (Northern Ireland) Act 2000 requires the Police Ombudsman to:  
 Carry out inquiries as directed by the Secretary of State;  
 Supply statistical information to the NIPB.  

 
The Police (Northern Ireland) Act 2003 requires the Police Ombudsman to:  

 Investigate a current practice or policy of the police if the practice or policy comes to his 
attention under the Police (NI) Act 1998, and he has reason to believe that it would be in the 
public interest to investigate the practice or policy.  

 

Objectives and key targets  

 The Department does not set operational policy for the Office. The Office is independent of 
government and as such the Department cannot decide on or agree to objectives and targets 
on how the Office should handle its day to day work, although some non-investigative 
operational policies may be subject to Department approval in accordance with conditions and 
requirements set out in the Conditions of Grant. However the Department determines the 
Office’s performance as an NDPB in the light of the Department’s wider strategic aims and 
requires assurance that the Office is achieving its objectives efficiently and effectively, and 
within available resources. 

 

The Police Ombudsman  

The Police Ombudsman has corporate responsibility for ensuring that the Office fulfils the aims 
and objectives set by the Secretary of State and for promoting the efficient and effective use of 
staff and other resources by the NDPB:  

 Establish the overall strategic direction of the Office, within the resources framework 
determined by the Secretary of State;  

 Ensure that the Secretary of State is kept informed of any changes which are likely to impact 
on the strategic direction of the Office or on the attainability of its targets, and determine the 
steps needed to deal with such charges;  

 Ensure that any statutory or administrative requirements for the use of public funds are 
complied with;  
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 Ensure that the Office receives and reviews regularly financial information concerning the 
management of the Office; 

 Demonstrate high standards of corporate governance at all times, including by using the 
independent audit committee to help the Police Ombudsman to address the key financial and 
other risks facing the Office;  

 
The Police Ombudsman has a particular leadership responsibility on the following matters:  
 

 Formulating the Office’s strategy in line with the wider strategic policies of the Department;  
 Ensuring that the Office, in reaching decisions takes proper account of guidance provided by 

the Secretary of State or Department;  
 Promoting the efficient and effective use of staff and other resources;  
 Encouraging high standards of probity, propriety and regularity;  
 Representing the views of the Office to the general public. 

 
 
Powers 
 

 In order to conduct their duties, Police Ombudsman investigators have the powers of constable 
when conducting their enquiries. This means that, when required in connection with an 
investigation, and with lawful authority, they can search police premises and filing systems and 
seize documentation and other police material. 

 They can also establish incident scenes and direct SOCO and forensic services at the scene. 
They have access to the full range of modern investigative tools and methods. 

 The power of constable also grants Police Ombudsman investigators the power to arrest police 
officers if absolutely required to progress an investigation. It is not, however, a power that is 
regularly used - in fact in the first seven years of the Office's operation, just over 20 police 
officers were arrested. The Police Ombudsman himself will grant his personal approval to any 
arrest of a police officer by his investigators. Unless it would be prejudicial to an investigation, 
the arrest of police officers will usually be undertaken by appointment. 

 
 
Statistics (examples) 
 

 Number of Complaints and Allegations  
 Main factors underlying Complaints 
 Trends in Complaints and Allegation  
 Location of Allegations Leading to Complaints 
 Public awareness of the Office (what people thinks about it) 
 What people who make complaints think about the Police Ombudsman's Office  
 What police officers who have been the subject of an investigation think about the Police  

 
See more at:  http://www.policeombudsman.org/Statistics-and-Research#sthash.hscsQQu5.dpuf 
 

 
Reports (examples) 
 

 All Firearms reports 
 Live fire 
 Baton guns  
 Use of CS Spray  

 Use of Tasers  
 Deaths in custody/following police contact 
 Fatal traffic collisions involving police 

 
See more at: http://www.policeombudsman.org/Investigation-Reports/Historical-Reports 

http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/statistics/statistics.cfm/action/detail/section/3/district/6
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/statistics/statistics.cfm/action/detail/section/5/district/6
http://www.policeombudsman.org/Statistics-and-Research#sthash.hscsQQu5.dpuf
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/3,2,4
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/2
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/3
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/4
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/5
http://www.policeombudsman.org/modules/investigation_reports/index.cfm/investigation_report_type/1
http://www.policeombudsman.org/Investigation-Reports/Historical-Reports
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Internationally Recognized: 

 
There are a number of things that set the police complaint system in Northern Ireland apart from those 
in most other countries. 

 First, the fact that the Police Ombudsman’s Office is entirely independent of the police and has 
its own teams of specialists investigators. This contrasts with most other countries, where 
complaints against the police are investigated by the police themselves. 

 Secondly, the law provides their investigators with a broad range of powers which allows them 
to conduct thorough evidence-based investigations. They can, for example, secure incident 
scenes and seize police documentation and property. By law, the police must provide whatever 
information is required from them in connection with the police Ombudsman’s investigations. In 
exceptional circumstances, investigators can also arrest police officers and search 
premises, should that be absolutely necessary. 

 
 
Annual Report: Complaint Trends (2014) 
 
• The number of complaints received by the Office in 2013/14 was the highest since the Office opened 
in November 2000. There was a 14% increase in the number of complaints received between 2012/13 
and 2013/14. This followed a period when the level of complaints had been falling for several years.  
 
• The Office records how each complaint was made. In 2013/14, the largest increase was in 
complaints made initially to the police before being forwarded to the Police Ombudsman’s Office.  
 
• Where sufficient information is available, the Office records the main factor underlying each 
complaint received, or the main situation giving rise to the complaint. In 2013/14 this was an Arrest, 
but for the four years prior to that it was a Criminal Investigation.  
 
• There has been a rise in the proportion of complaints received by the Office relating to parades or 
demonstrations in the last two years. This has increased from 1% in 2009/10 to 4% in 2013/14.  
 
• A complaint consists of one or more allegations. In 2013/14 the number of allegations received by 
the Office increased by 15% from the previous year. As with the number of complaints, this also 
followed a period when the number of allegations had been falling.  
 
• The greatest proportion of allegations made to the Ombudsman’s Office continues to be about 
Failures in Duty on the part of the police. Allegations about Oppressive Behaviour have increased by 
29% from 2012/13, when the number received was at its lowest level since 2009/10.  
 
• All police districts saw an increase in allegations in 2013/14. This increase was most apparent in 
District B where the number of allegations increased by 34% compared with the previous year. This 
increase is mainly due to South Belfast receiving over 200 more allegations in 2013/14 than in 
2012/13.  
 
• In 2013/14, 29% of recommendations made were because the complainant did not co-operate with 
the Office. This was a higher proportion than in previous years.  
 
• The Office made fewer recommendations to the Chief Constable for action against officers in 
2013/14 than in previous years (508 recommendations were made in 2011/12, this decreased to 250 
recommendations in 2013/14).  
 
See: http://bit.ly/1IAgO9p 

http://bit.ly/1IAgO9p

