


The use of Section 1 Stop and Search Powers by police forces has long been controversial and debated in the United Kingdom. These powers grant police officers the authority to stop and search individuals under specific circumstances however they must have reasonable grounds for the search (College of Policing, 2017). The history of stop-and-search powers is marked by past incidents that have raised significant concerns about their application, particularly regarding civil liberties, human rights, and racial discrimination (Nikolls, L. Allen, G, 2022). This essay critically evaluates how past incidents within the community have shaped best practices regarding the use of Section 1 Stop Search Powers, focusing on the impact on standards of professional behaviour and adherence to the Code of Ethics in policing. Throughout the essay, we will explore the historical context of stop-and-search powers in the UK, specifically emphasising the contentious issues arising from their application. We will examine how these past incidents, often characterised by allegations of abuse and discrimination, have influenced changes in legislation and the development of legal frameworks.







The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 is a significant piece of legislation that provides a legal framework for various police powers and procedures. PACE was enacted to regulate the powers of the police when carrying out investigations, making arrests, and conducting searches. Section 1 provides the legal basis for stop and search powers. It allows police officers to stop and search individuals if they have reasonable grounds to suspect that the person is carrying prohibited articles or items related to criminal activity. The section also sets out guidelines for conducting these searches and specifies the information that must be provided to the searched person (Home Office, 2021). This legislation is an important part of the change to stop and search powers, it safeguards individual rights and allows them to avoid unlawful discrimination and be searched respectfully, Code A states that powers which require reasonable grounds for suspicion, before they may be exercised; that articles unlawfully obtained or possessed are being carried such as section 1 of PACE for stolen and prohibited articles and section 23 of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 for controlled drugs (Home Office, 2022). These powers are crucial for maintaining a balance between effective law enforcement and the protection of individual rights. Section 1 of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) enables police officers to stop and search individuals or vehicles when they have legitimate cause to suspect that stolen or prohibited items are being carried (Home Office, 2021). Similarly, Section 23 of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 grants police the authority to conduct searches if they have reasonable grounds to believe that controlled drugs are being unlawfully obtained, possessed, or carried. The requirement of "reasonable grounds for suspicion" acts as a legal safeguard, ensuring that law enforcement actions are not arbitrary and that they are based on justifiable concerns. It underscores the importance of upholding civil liberties and protecting individuals from unwarranted intrusions while allowing the police to fulfil their duties in combating crime and enforcing the law effectively (Home Office, 2021). Code B of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) pertains to the search of premises and the seizure of property. It outlines the procedures that should be followed when police officers need to search a person's property, such as a home or business premises. It also addresses the rules for obtaining and executing search warrants, safeguarding the property owner's rights, and documenting the search process so the evidence can be admissible in court.

The Code of Ethics, introduced by the College of Policing in 2014, plays a pivotal role in shaping the standards of behaviour and conduct within the policing sector (College of Policing, 2023). This code consists of nine fundamental components, each with specific implications for policing practices. By analysing these principles and their impact, we gain insights into how they influence policing standards and the relationship between law enforcement and the community. Stanford University (2020) outlines each of the key principles, the first component is accountability, Police personnel are held accountable for their actions and judgements. They are accountable for adhering to the law and departmental policies, as well as justifying their actions when necessary. Fairness, to be fair, law enforcement must treat all individuals impartially and without bias. It emphasises the significance of equal legal protection and due process. Honesty, police officers must be honest in their dealings with the public, fellow officers, and superiors, they are required to be truthful and transparent in processes (Standford University, 2020). Integrity, Integrity is a fundamental concept in policing. It entails upholding strong moral and ethical principles. Even when faced with difficult situations, officers are obliged to preserve their integrity. Leadership is essential at all levels of law enforcement, from front-line officers to supervisors and administrators. Setting a positive example, encouraging others, and cultivating a culture of professionalism and ethical behaviour are all aspects of effective leadership processes (Standford University, 2020). Objectivity, Police officers must be objective in their choices and actions, basing them on evidence and the facts rather than personal views or biases. It is critical for achieving impartial and just results. Openness, Police agencies that are transparent and open with the public provide information about their actions, policies, and processes (Standford University, 2020). Transparency fosters trust and accountability. A fundamental concept is respect for the dignity and rights of all individuals. The ninth principle is selflessness, which emphasises that the benefit of the community and public safety take precedence above an officer's interests (Standford University, 2020). It entails a dedication to public service. These principles collectively contribute to the development of a professional and ethical law enforcement culture. They guide officers in their daily interactions, decision-making processes, and response to challenges. When followed diligently, these principles help build trust between the police and the community, promote public safety, and uphold the rule of law. However, when these principles are broken or not followed it can diminish public trust in the police force damage police reputation and can lead to people having negative perceptions of the entire force.  An example of police officers violating multiple principles occurred in London when two Black athletes, Bianca Williams and Ricardo dos Santos, were subjected to a stop and search by two Metropolitan police officers who claimed to have detected the scent of cannabis on them (The Guardian, 2023). Both officers were subsequently dismissed from their positions and barred from further police service. The panel chairman, Cheiw Yin Jones (2023), stated that their actions constituted gross misconduct due to a severe breach of honesty and integrity standards, particularly during an encounter with the public involving the use of coercive powers. These officers were found to have been untruthful and lacked objective justification for suspecting the presence of cannabis on the individuals or in their vehicle. Honesty and integrity are fundamental values in policing (Criminal Justice Inspectorates, 1999), and these officers did not demonstrate these values therefore diminishing trust with the public. Notably, Williams and Santos, both athletes subject to regular drug testing, had no reason to possess or use drugs (The Guardian, 2023). A case like this has had detrimental effects on the trust that Black communities have in the police. In a policing system based on consent, maintaining trust from all segments of the community is crucial. Trust relies on a foundation of mutual understanding and respect between the police and the communities they serve. Every time an individual officer engages in improper conduct, it has a negative impact on public trust and confidence in the entire police service (Criminal Justice Inspectorates, 1999). According to data from the Home Office in 2021, the Metropolitan Police in London conducted nearly half (49%) of all stop and searches in England and Wales. Moreover, the majority (80%) of stop and searches involving Black individuals took place in London, these statistics create a perception of racial profiling and link with the Macpherson (1999) report that the Metropolitan police is institutionally racist. The black community may perceive these practices as discriminatory and unjust potentially leading to resentment towards law enforcement for example, S. Taylor (1984) believes that the 1981 Brixton riots were a spontaneous eruption of anger, frustration and resentment directed at the police in a backdrop of economic and social hardship. The escalating conflict between law enforcement and the community was exacerbated by the existence of the "sus law," which empowered the police to detain individuals they found suspicious. This legislation unfairly singled out black people, intensifying feelings of unfair treatment and bias, effectively legitimizing racial profiling (Pierre, 2022). While the Brixton riots did not lead to immediate legal changes, they were a catalyst for broader social and legal reforms aimed at addressing racial discrimination, The Scarman report was published in 1981 and although it was not a legal change it acknowledged institutional racism within the police and made recommendations (Gloucestershire Council, 2023). The Brixton riots revealed deep-seated issues of inequality and discrimination within society and law enforcement. The riots themselves may not have immediately resulted in legal changes, but their impact was profound. They played a crucial role in raising awareness of these issues, ultimately leading to a series of legal and policy reforms aimed at rectifying the injustices highlighted by the events in Brixton.

One of the main ethical considerations for stop and search is racial profiling. Statistics from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (2021, HMICFRS) show that during the 2019/20 period, individuals from Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic backgrounds experienced a significantly higher likelihood of being subjected to stop and search procedures compared to White individuals. Specifically, Black individuals were almost nine times more likely to be stopped and searched, while the overall likelihood for black, Asian and minority ethnic individuals was over four times that of White individuals (HMICFRS, 2021). Additionally, when it came to searches conducted under section 60 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, Black individuals were found to be 18 times more likely to undergo such searches compared to White individuals, this section grants officers temporary authority to conduct searches in a designated area without needing specific grounds, with the aim of recovering offensive weapons or potentially dangerous items in anticipation of serious violence. Statistics reveal that racial profiling contributes to a diminished level of trust between the community and law enforcement. According to the National Police Chiefs Council (2022), the data indicates that Black individuals exhibit a notably lower level of confidence in their local police forces, registering at 64%, compared to the general average of 74%, If trust is lacking within Black and Minority Ethnic communities towards the police, it can significantly hinder law enforcement's effectiveness. Effective collaboration between communities and the police is vital for crime prevention and future safety. The police can effectively carry out their responsibilities when they operate with the approval of the public, a principle known as 'Policing by consent.' This approach empowers law enforcement to fulfil their duties based on the collective agreement of the public, encompassing individuals from all racial and ethnic backgrounds, rather than solely relying on the consent of White individuals (UK Parliament, 2023). Trust in law enforcement is also a crucial element for individual safety and security. The absence of this trust could lead to a situation where witnesses or victims of crimes are reluctant to report incidents they've observed or experienced. This reluctance, in turn, increases the risk to the overall community as it results in fewer preventive measures being taken to address and deter criminal activities (UK Parliament, 2023). A case relating to racial profiling that had a significant role in stop and search and police practices is Stephen Lawrence. In 1993, Stephen Lawrence was tragically killed in a racially motivated attack. Following the initial police inquiry, five individuals were arrested but not found guilty (Macpherson, W, 1999). Subsequently, a public investigation into the way Stephen's case was handled took place in 1998. This inquiry resulted in the Macpherson Report, which is often regarded as a pivotal event in the contemporary history of the British criminal justice system (Macpherson, 1999). The report concluded that the London Metropolitan Police was institutionally racist and identified several contributing factors. One major criticism was that they did not thoroughly investigate the case and did not treat it with the seriousness it deserved, reflecting an institutional failure to address a racially motivated crime. The report also highlighted that police officers were more likely to stop and search Black individuals based on stereotypes rather than reasonable suspicion, which corroborated the statistics showing that Black individuals were nine times more likely to be searched, as reported by HMICFRS. Additionally, cultural factors within the police force were noted as perpetuating racial bias, including a lack of awareness and training on issues of race and racism. As a result of the case, changes were made to legislation and policies in policing. The Independent Police Complaints Commission was established to handle complaints and allegations of misconduct against police officers and forces, although it has since been replaced by the Independent Office for Police Conduct (Crime Prosecution Service, 2022). The Macpherson report recommended that police forces should reflect the diversity of the communities they serve, and it suggested setting targets for the recruitment, advancement, and retention of minority ethnic police officers. However, the ten-year targets established by the then Home Secretary, which aimed for an overall representation of 7% for minority ethnic officers in the service by 2009, were not achieved. Even as of 2020, the proportion of BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) officers in the police service throughout England and Wales remained at just 7%, still significantly below the 14% of the population in England and Wales who identify as BME. This underrepresentation is most pronounced among senior ranks, with only 4% of officers at or above the rank of chief inspector coming from BME backgrounds (National Police Chiefs Council, 2023),  this shows that black and ethnic minorities are still unrepresented after the change’s recommended, and the target has failed and now showing that police need more effective strategies and policies to address these shortcomings to ensure that the police force is more reflective of the diverse society today.

In conclusion, the historical context of Section 1 Stop and Search Powers in the United Kingdom has been fraught with controversy, often raising concerns about civil liberties, human rights, and racial discrimination. The analysis of past incidents within the community has highlighted how these incidents have profoundly influenced best practices concerning the use of these powers. The impact has been significant, particularly in terms of professional behaviour and adherence to the Code of Ethics in policing. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) plays a pivotal role in providing a legal framework for these powers while emphasizing the necessity of "reasonable grounds for suspicion." This legislative safeguard ensures that stop-and-search actions are rooted in justifiable concerns, thereby balancing the scales between effective law enforcement and the protection of individual rights. Moreover, the Code of Ethics, introduced by the College of Policing, underpins the standards of professional behaviour within the policing sector. It sets forth nine fundamental components, encompassing accountability, fairness, honesty, integrity, leadership, objectivity, openness, respect, and selflessness. These principles, when adhered to diligently, foster trust between law enforcement and the community, promoting public safety and upholding the rule of law. However, the ethical consideration of racial profiling remains a critical issue in the context of stop and search. The analysis of statistics demonstrates that individuals from Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic backgrounds are disproportionately subjected to stop and search procedures, eroding trust between the community and law enforcement. The case of Stephen Lawrence exemplifies the consequences of racial bias, leading to institutional changes and recommendations, yet there remains a need for more effective strategies and policies to ensure that the police force better reflects the diverse society it serves. The historical incidents and reforms underscore the ongoing necessity for vigilance and progress in addressing the challenges related to stop and search powers. The preservation of trust and collaboration between the police and the community remains paramount, as it underpins effective law enforcement and public safety. The journey towards achieving fair and unbiased policing is continuous, with the past acting as a catalyst for shaping the path forward and reaffirming the commitment to a just and equitable society.
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