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Critical evaluation of the application of stop and search powers by police officers in England and Wales.

This essay will demonstrate an understanding of the duties performed by police officers in an operational context as well as the responses to incidents that may be taken by police officers in a variety of instances. It will also evaluate the effectiveness of the way in which people are treated during this application.

To begin with Gov.uk (2021) clearly explains the police powers to stop and search as well as the rights of the individual. The police are allowed to stop and question you at anytime and can only conduct a search depending on the situation. As well as this a Police Community Support Officer (PCSO) is required to be in uniformed when they stop to question the individual and although a Police Officer does not always have to be in uniform to do this, they must present to you their warrant card.

To add to that, Bedfordshire Police (2021) mentions when stop and search can be used. The officers may conduct a Stop and Search if they have reasonable grounds to suspect the person of carrying; illegal drugs, weapons, stolen property or something which could be used to commit a crime. Although you can also be search without reasonable ground, for this to happen a senior Police Officer must approve it. These searches occur if serious violence could take place, you’re in a specific location or area but also if you are carrying or have used a weapon. 

Next, The Metropolitan Police (2021) explains the procedure of the stop and search. They clearly write that before the individual is searched, the police officer must tell them their name and police station. Why they have the legal right to search you and the reason for this particular search as well as what they are expecting to find.  They must also provide you with a record of the search either at the time or if not possible at the time, they must explain how to obtain a copy. When it comes to clothing, during the search a police officer can ask the individual to remove gloves, coats and jackets, if it is anything more than this the officer must be the same sex. To add to this if the officer happens to ask you to remove other clothes or anything worn for religious purposes this must be done out of public sight. Lastly failure to cooperate can lead to reasonable use of force to conduct the search. The encounter should be recorded by the Police Officer using their body worn video camera but can be considered no longer necessary.

HMIC (2016) speaks about the Best Use of Stop and Search Scheme, which was launched by the Home Office in order to significantly reduce the overall use of stop and search, to educate in order to deliver transparency as well as better, and more intelligence-led stop and search, and improve positive outcomes ratios in instances such as arrest. This is a voluntary scheme which helps the forces in crucial policing tactics and enables them to serve the communities by protecting the public and fighting crime. This scheme was also designed to provide the public with further information on the outcome of searches. An example of a force involved in this scheme is the Bedfordshire Police.

The article from Price (2020) critically looks at the data from the home office and explains that Bedfordshire Police had the lowest rate of stop and search per 1,000 members of the black community of all 43 police forces in England and Wales. Although it was the lowest, population estimates for the area show that 8.8 per 1000 black people were stopped compared to just 3 per 1000 of white people. These figures show that black people are almost three times more likely to get stop and searched. Staying on a similar topic, looking at the Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic groups, results show that they are twice as likely to get stopped and searched than white people with results coming in at 6.8 out of a 1000.

Looking at the figures recorded in 2019/20, Across England and Wales, it is clearly displayed that there is a massive difference between the amount of white and black people being stopped. During that year police stopped 54 per 1000 black people and only 6 per 1000 white people, the picture is very clear. Although the scheme mentioned earlier is voluntary, it is believed that it should be compulsory for all forces to make sure that they are further and often tested and educated and are able to apply this knowledge to practice which will hopefully result in these figures becoming more positive.

The Islamic Human Rights Commission (2021) explains that a stop and search can also be carried out under schedule 7 of the Terrorism Act 2000 as this act allows the interrogation, search and potential detention of individuals by not only the police but also immigration officers at ports and borders and they do not need reasonable cause or suspicion. These stops usually happen and airports, international train stations, Eurostar or Channel Tunnels and at Ports. To add to this they provide the rights which an individual who is stopped and searched has under schedule 7 and these are very similar to the standard right, not having to answer any questions until you have spoken to a solicitor which the police can contact if you would like free legal advice. As well as this you do not have to answer any questions about anyone else’s behaviour. You have the right to be searched by the same gender and if a strip searched is involved there must be at least two other people present. It also mentions that the police cannot use force when questioning you and cannot take DNA, samples or fingerprints without your permission.

A vehicle stop can also result in a stop and search explains the Metropolitan Police (2021)  it is explained that a police officer can stop a vehicle at any time to see driving documents, check the condition of the vehicle or deal with driving offences, no matter what vehicle and this is all done legally, this alone is not considered a stop and search but if it further develops into a phase where you or any passengers are asked to account for themselves this is a stop and account and if asked to step outside it will lead to a stop and search of the members travelling in the vehicle and the vehicle itself. If there is further suspicion that there may be something hidden in the vehicle, it will then be taken for a deeper search 

Another power the police have is the Section 60 which can be put into place explains Nottinghamshire Police (2021). They say that a section 60 gives the police officers the power to stop and search in the area which the section 60 has been placed on. This usually happens when there is evidence of serious violence claimed to occur. If stopped the police officer should explain this to the individual and search for the items which could be used in connection with the violence. During this limited period the officers are allowed to stop and search people without reasonable ground.

An example of this has been shown by ITV (2021) who created an article following a report of assault in Cardiff. The article explains that the Section 60 notice has been put into force in the area of Wentloog Avenue and a large section of the road has been closed because of a serious disturbance. The report provides information from the police which says that the section 60 was in force for 24 hours and officers were allowed to stop and search any pedestrian, vehicle, driver and passengers and anything that was carried by them in search of anything relating to the incident such as offensive weapons or dangerous instruments. It needed to be placed in order for the police to continue their enquires and prevent further violence.

Release (2020) goes into detail speaking about the laws and rights as well as legal advice when it comes to sniffer dogs. These are special dogs used by the police and trained to find drugs and other dangerous goods. Although it is a fact that they are not 100 reliable and can signal wrongly of someone being in possession of drugs, they are trusted and a lot of times identify the people who are in possession of drugs. There is only guidance on the use of sniffer dogs, no laws and regulations, this means that people cannot be forced to walk past the dogs. Although attempts to avoid a police dog will be treated as a reasonable ground for a search. They highlight the fact that you should not resist the search, this is because you risk both physical injury and serious criminal charges for physically resisting a search. It mentions that although you should not resist the search, if you think that the search is unlawful you should take action afterwards using the law, you can ask the officer for a record of the stop and search which will state the reason, then you can seek legal advice.

Looking into Stop and Search Full Fact (2019) created an article entitled ‘Does stop and search work’ there is a lot of speculation around this question and whether it is actually effective. It mentions that the Police guidelines suggest that stop and search was created with the primarily intention of being a tool to investigate crime rather than stopping it in the first place, due to this the article looks into whether or not it works as a deterrent, and the evidence presented suggests that it is not a particularly good deterrent. Data from ten years of police, crime and other situated from London was taken to investigate the potential effect of stop and search on crime. The results were clear that stop and search has a very weak and inconsistent association with crime and although there is some correlation in relation to drug offences it was concluded that the deterrent work of stop and search is small, at best.

Some of the results provided from a given month found that after a 10% increase in stop and search, recorded drug offences would be 1.85% lower the following month as well as non-domestic violent crime went down by 0.01%. The area analysed was very large so these results are the overall results, this means that there may be areas in which results are very different so this does not necessarily mean that stop and search activity does not reduce crime.

BBC (2018) speaks about the big fall in the number of people being stopped and searched since 2010. This happened because there was call for reviewing the policy in order for the use of power to be fairer and more proportionate. In London alone the number of stop and searches each year decreased from ~575,000 in 2010/11 to ~150,000 in 2016/17. This is a massive decrease but it is very surprising that the number of people being arrested after a stop and searched has stayed similar. This is a very positive result. It shows that work is being put in and officers are constantly improving and being educated to make sure that they are fairly conducting the stop and search only with reasonable cause or suspicion. This figures in the article show and that the year to March 2017 was the highest rate of police stops which led to arrest since the data started being collected the rate was 17% this was compared to just 9% in 2010. Looking deeper into the statistics the figures start rising when looking at particular reasons for arrest. When mentioning possession of firearms and other offensive weapons, the rate from 2017 stands at roughly 20% compared to 2010 where the rate was half that (10%) This shows that there are positive changes being made and that the forces in England and Wales are heading the right way to decrease crime.

Skentelbery (2021) writes about a joint operation between the British Transport Police and the Warrington West Railway Station. During this event local officers worked with the staff at Network Rail as well as the British Transport Police who also had a trained Police drug dog to their disposal. As well as looking for drugs they were on the lookout for people carrying knives as part of the Operation Sceptre, none were recovered, but during the day everyone involved managed to find five people who have been found in possession of drugs, meaning that the hard work was a success and the operation was very much worthwhile.

One of the reports looked into intel which shows that a individual was racially profiled by a Met officer. The information provided explains that this individual was a driver of a Range Rover and that he was handcuffed and faced with a Taser during the stop and search. It was found that the officer failed to provide adequate reasons for the search as well as failing to wear proper equipment to stop the spread of Covid – 19. This issue was dealt with internally by the Met bosses after the complaints were made by the black male driver who was stopped and had been searched for drugs. Although the complaints about excessive force and damaged to car and mobile were rejected that officer was still found in the wrong. BBC (2021)

Another article Raffray (2021) speaks about a section 60 order which has been put into place in areas of Brent. The areas covered were Stonebridge, Harlesden, Willesden Green and Dudden Hill, this was done to respond to gained intel about increased gang tensions in the area. This shows how quickly the police gain valuable intel and react to the situation in order to control their areas and protect the public.

To end with, this article speaks about stop and searches done to football fans, it explains that fans have been interviewed in 2018 and the results showed that the participants were very critical of the boarder process of criminalisation of football supporters within media and political spheres. This interview was held after support buses were searched in practice known as ostlers by officers. Although fans do not react angrily when they are searched around stadiums, they felt like the media was guilty of portraying them as violent, drunken and threatening individual, but have now came to the decision of stop and search being the price you pay for being a supporter. The article ends by claiming that their study found that fans are more accepting of the stop and search than members of the public. Blackstock (2021)

To conclude the essay clearly outlines and explains what stop and search is as well as in what instances an individual or a vehicle can be stopped and searched, it contains information of the entire procedure and all the information you need to know regarding your rights and what can and cannot happen whilst in progress. It also shows many different statistics in England and Wales and clearly points out the fact that there are more criminals being taken off the streets now rather than a few years ago. Although there are still signs of discrimination and the Minor Ethnic groups statistically standing out there are schemes in progress which are working the develop and educate the knowledge and skills of the forces involved and although this scheme created by the Home Office is voluntary the reports say that there are talks to make it compulsory which will definitely make the public happy and yet again improve the statistics, which is a positive. It also mentions the different ways of which forces may use to identify people to stop and search, such as the sniffer dogs but also regular stop searches at airports, train station to make sure that there is less and less, drugs or weapons being brought into the UK using people. It ends on mentioning the opinions of some individuals involved when it comes to stop and search who claim that the media has a massive involvement and guide the forces to the areas which should be attended by them, such as stadiums on game days but also the media provide the police with important intel which then allows them to act and protect the area from violence and drugs.
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