Critically evaluate whether it was warranted going against human rights laws.
Metropolitan Police strip searching children

Between 2018 and 2020, the Metropolitan Police strip searched approximately 650 children, a practice that revealed significant racial disproportionality and frequent failures to ensure the presence of an ‘appropriate adult,’ despite this being a key safeguarding requirement (Children’s Commissioner, 2022). This issue matters because strip searching is an extremely intrusive and potentially traumatising police power, particularly when used on children. The fact that over half of these searches resulted in no further action raises serious concerns about necessity, proportionality, and whether such practices were justified in light of children’s human rights protections (ibid.).
Under the Human Rights Act 1998, public authorities such as the Metropolitan Police are legally required to act in a manner compatible with Convention rights, including the right to respect for private life and protection from degrading treatment (College of Policing, 2023). Strip searching is an extremely intrusive police power, and when applied to children it demands the highest level of justification and safeguarding (ibid.).
This paper argues that, while police possess legal powers to conduct strip searches, the practice as applied to children often fails the proportionality and necessity tests required under human rights law, particularly in relation to dignity and safeguarding.

According to The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2016), Article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights provides an absolute prohibition against inhuman or degrading treatment, meaning it cannot be justified under any circumstances. Whether conduct reaches this threshold depends on contextual factors, including the duration of the treatment and the victim’s age, sex, health, and vulnerability. Given children’s inherent vulnerability, intrusive strip searches of minors carry a heightened risk of causing the severe mental suffering necessary to breach this absolute protection (ibid.).
While Article 3 provides an absolute prohibition against inhuman or degrading treatment, Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights guarantees the right to respect for private and family life, protecting individuals from arbitrary state interference (The Council of Europe, 2022). Unlike Article 3, this right is qualified rather than absolute. Interference by public authorities is only lawful where it is in accordance with the law and necessary in a democratic society, including for the prevention of crime. Given the severe intrusion strip searches represent into bodily privacy, such practices risk breaching Article 8 unless they meet strict standards of necessity and proportionality (ibid.)
Building on the European human rights framework, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child further strengthens protections for minors (United Nations, 1990).  Article 3 requires that, the best interests of the child be a primary consideration in all actions by public authorities, including the police. This elevates children’s welfare above routine law-enforcement objectives. Consequently, invasive strip searches are inherently questionable, as they risk breaching Article 16’s protection against arbitrary interference with privacy and Article 37’s prohibition of degrading treatment unless they are strictly necessary (ibid.).


Taken together, the ECHR and UNCRC establish a stringent framework requiring intrusive police powers involving children to be exceptional, strictly necessary, proportionate, and carefully safeguarded. Yet official evidence shows the Metropolitan Police routinely fell short of these standards, demonstrating a systemic failure to prioritise children’s rights over routine law-enforcement objectives.

Under Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) Code C, Annex A, a strip search legally involves removing more than outer clothing, including shoes and socks. Such searches must not be routine and are only permitted when an officer reasonably believes it is necessary to discover prohibited items (Home Office, 2023). For children, additional safeguards require the presence of an appropriate adult to protect their welfare.
In addition, Police powers to conduct strip searches are governed by PACE codes. Code A requires reasonable justification, supervisory approval, and respect for privacy, while Code C specifically mandates the presence of an appropriate adult during any strip search of a minor unless the child expressly objects (Nickolls, 2022). These provisions reinforce safeguards designed to protect children’s welfare and ensure searches are lawful and proportionate.
However, serious safeguarding concerns emerge from the report’s findings, which show that children often experience strip searches as deeply traumatic, humiliating, and dehumanising, with some likening the experience to abuse. This psychological harm is exacerbated by instances of disrespectful officer behaviour (Youth Justice Legal Centre, 2025). The report further identifies significant failures in existing safeguards, as many children lacked awareness of their rights, including the crucial requirement for the presence of an appropriate adult (ibid.).
Based on these findings and despite clear statutory safeguards under (PACE), official evidence demonstrates frequent non-compliance in practice, resulting in unlawful, disproportionate strip searches that expose children to avoidable psychological harm and undermine their legal protections.

Police officers often justify their actions by reframing them as moral imperatives for crime prevention rather than potential rights violations. For example, one officer dismissed legal concerns surrounding stop and search, expressing confidence that his actions were justified because they aimed to remove drugs from the streets and save lives as noted by Martin (2021: 557). Similarly, the deployment of weapons such as baton guns was rationalised as necessary to prevent serious injury, recasting coercive force as a legitimate and protective policing measure (ibid.: 560). While crime prevention is a legitimate aim, this analysis shows how such justifications can obscure the need for necessity and proportionality, particularly when actions involve highly intrusive or harmful policing powers.
This crime-prevention logic is also reflected in official policy, where the justification for stop and search involving children is framed through the tension between safeguarding and public protection. HMICFRS (2015) acknowledges that, under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE), officers hold lawful authority to detain and search minors when investigating offences. Yet, although children’s vulnerability is recognised, equal emphasis is placed on ensuring they do not pose serious risks to others, particularly in situations involving gangs or potential violence (HMICFRS, 2015). However, by positioning risk management alongside welfare, this approach may inadvertently legitimise intrusive practices without adequately demonstrating necessity or proportionality.

The tension identified by HMICFRS is further reflected in the Independent Office for Police Conduct’s analysis (IOPC, 2023), which permits strip searches of children in urgent circumstances, particularly where immediate action is required to protect the safety of both the young person and attending officers. Nevertheless, it stresses that such highly intrusive measures should occur only when absolutely essential. While compliance was identified in a case involving a knifepoint robbery suspect where a weapon was recovered, reliance on exceptional examples risks widening the threshold for use (ibid.) This suggests the report ultimately demands stronger safeguards to ensure child welfare remains paramount.

However, the child Q review concludes that, the police response was unjustified, exposing a stark power imbalance in which a child’s rights were subordinated to institutional authority. Moreover, Investigators found no reasonable grounds for the strip search and criticised school staff for deferring to officers rather than questioning a disproportionate intervention as noted by McCallum and Gamble (2022). This review further identified “adultification bias,” whereby Black children are perceived as less vulnerable, enabling a criminal justice approach that displaced safeguarding responsibilities and intensified trauma (ibid.) This highlights how structural assumptions can normalise rights violations despite formal protections. Also this approach demonstrates how structural assumption can normalise treatment incompatible with Article 3’s prohibition of degrading treatment.

Building on concerns about embedded bias, the Runnymede Trust (2024) argues that, the use of strip-search powers against minors is rendered unjustifiable by their heavily racialised application. As Statistical evidence indicates that, Black children across England and Wales are 6.5 times more likely to be strip searched than their white peers. In London, they account for almost half of all searches despite representing a far smaller proportion of the child population. Such disparities cast doubt on whether suspicion is genuinely individualised or shaped by racialised risk narratives (ibid).
This pattern suggests an interference with privacy that is difficult to reconcile with Article 8’s requirement of lawful and proportionate treatment.

Drawing on evidence of racial disproportionality, the British Psychological Society (BPS) highlights that strip searches of children are difficult to justify due to their immediate and long-lasting psychological harm. Experts emphasise that the trauma can persist into adulthood, demonstrating that these interventions are not neutral intrusions but carry enduring consequences (BPS, 2024). Consequently, the BPS insists that, such invasive procedures should be a last resort, employed only after all alternatives are exhausted (ibid.). Collectively, this approach to Metropolitan Police strip searching of children risks breaching Article 3, unlawfully interfering with Article 8, and undermining the protective obligations owed to children under Article 16 of the UNCRC.
 
According to The Amnesty International UK’s analysis, the use of strip searches on children not only constitutes a severe violation of dignity and fundamental rights but also reflects broader systemic failures in policing culture (Nagdee, 2023). The ‘massively disproportionate’ targeting of Black children reveals deep-rooted institutional racism that undermines legitimacy and exacerbates distrust in law enforcement. When policing powers routinely override children’s rights and disproportionately impact marginalised communities, the resulting harm extends beyond individual encounters to erode confidence in justice structures (ibid.). This approach therefore damages public trust, reinforcing perceptions that police practice privilege over protection and fail to uphold human rights commitments, particularly for the most vulnerable.


Untimely and according to Flacks (2024) reform should prioritise safeguarding and proportionality in all child strip searches. Flacks identified inconsistent justification, inadequate recording of grounds, and failures to ensure appropriate adult presence. In response, policy should require written, supervisory authorisation confirming that less intrusive alternatives have been exhausted. Appropriate adults should be mandatory except in immediate life-threatening circumstances, with any exception subject to independent review. Flacks also highlights the need for improved data monitoring; therefore, demographic data should be routinely published to address disproportionality. Finally, enhanced safeguarding and anti-bias training is necessary to ensure children’s welfare remains paramount in operational decision-making.
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