


In this assignment I am going to be discussing the effectiveness of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 and whether it has been beneficial in reducing the amount of miscarriages of justice or if they have increased since the introduction of the Act. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act was introduced in 1984 to improve the accountability of the police and set out the rights of the public with the powers of the police (Murphy, 2017). According to the British Government (2013) the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 covers the following powers: ‘stop and search, arrest, detention, investigation, identification and interviewing detainees.’ This act was put in place following a number of fundamental police miscarriages of justice in the 1970s, the BBC (2017) regarded the Guilford Four case as one of the worst miscarriages of justice to occur in the country. 

Firstly, the introduction of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 was necessary due to a number of miscarriages of justice like the Guilford Four case which occurred in 1974, this is when four young individuals were arrested and charged for the murder of seven people after supposedly blowing up two pubs in England (Lutz et al, 2002). The actions of the police in forcing confessions out of the four young people was astonishing; two of the individuals faced interrogation techniques, like sleep and food deprivation and verbal abuse; another one had his family threatened unless he signed a confession; and the final member was under the influence of drugs at the time of questioning which the police used to their advantage to gain a false confession (Lutz et al, 2002). Furthermore, according to the BBC (2017), the IRA took responsibility for the bombings, proving it could not have been the four who were imprisoned; regardless of this the accused were still not allowed to appeal their wrongful conviction. There is clear evidence that prior to Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984, the British Police would perform any tactic needed to get a confession as this was similar in the Birmingham Six case and the Maguire Seven case, these miscarriages of justice prove the necessity and success of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 being brought in, as the police could not get away with these illegal forms of torture nowadays (Lutz et al, 2002). Durham Police (2019) published Sir Robert Peel’s Nine Principles of Policing, Peel came up with these statements in 1829 when he first established the Metropolitan Police in London. The 9th principle which he believes in is ‘the test of police efficiency is the absence of crime and disorder, not the visible evidence of police action in dealing with them.’ This principle is very fitting when regarding  the Guilford Four case as it is clear that the police would use any evidence to frame the four individuals for the murders to get the public off their back, this does not decrease crime and disorder and Peel would not class this a suitable way of policing in modern Britain (Lutz et al, 2002).

One of the key aspects of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 was the development of stop and search powers, the Home Office (2010) elucidated that stop and searches should be carried out with fairness and respect for the person being searched without ‘unlawful discrimination’, it is a criminal offence for police officers to act in a discriminatory way when stopping and searching an individual due to their race, age, disability, gender, religion or sexual orientation under the Equality Act of 2010; if a police officer uses their power to abuse these laws they will be disciplined accordingly. There has to be reasonable suspicion gained by intelligence or information regarding a person’s specific behaviour before the police can stop and search an individual, the act also states that a person only has to remove outer clothing in public, such as gloves or a jacket (Home Office, 2010). 

A limitation of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 is that it is not always followed appropriately by police officers, this argument is proven by the UK Parliament (2019) who completed a twentieth anniversary investigation on the outcomes of the MacPherson Report; they concluded that ethnic minorities were still disproportionately represented when it came to stop and searches within the Metropolitan Police, and in actual fact the statistic for black communities has increased since 1999. Dodd (2019) would also support the limits of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 as he reports that there was a 19% increase in stop and searches within London, with a majority of them being against ethnic minorities. There is evidence to suggest that black people make up 15.6% of the population of London, yet in 2018 they made up a massive 43% of stop and searches (Dodd, 2019). 

If the Police and Criminal Evidence Act is not followed correctly it can lead to a miscarriage of justice, an infamous example which occurred against an ethnic minority in London was the Stephen Lawrence murder case in 1993, this case significantly paved the way in publicly shaming the Metropolitan Police for institutional racism and brought to light the MacPherson Report (Neyroud and Beckley, 2012). The Macpherson Report (1999) explained the definition of institutional racism to be:
‘The collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amounts to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance thoughtlessness, and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people.’
This definition is in support of the viewpoint that the police were racist in the way they handled the Stephen Lawrence case as they acted in a way which was unfair and judgemental to the victim and his family solely based on the colour of their skin. According to the MacPherson Report (1999) the murder of teenager Stephen Lawrence was undoubtedly motivated by racism, the three main suspects were white teenagers who got acquitted due to a lack of substantial evidence in a private trial in 1996; this meant that the law at the time would not legally allow them to be tried again. It was substantiated by the investigating officers that the Metropolitan Police had a lack of professional competency regarding the investigation which was fuelled by institutional racism and a leadership failure from senior officers (MacPherson Report, 1999). According to Durham Police (2019) the 7th principle in Sir Robert Peel’s model is: 
‘the police at all times should maintain a relationship with the public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and the public are the police; the police are the only members of the public who are paid to give full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the intent of the community welfare.’
This statement was arguably not followed by the Metropolitan Police during the time of the Stephen Lawrence inquiry as they did not have a positive relationship with the black community, this would weaken the strength of the police force as they were discriminating against a community who could have made a fundamental difference to society if they treated in the appropriate way (MacPherson Report, 1999). 


Additionally, Neyroud and Beckley (2012) believed that the police force in London could not properly investigate serious crime, and that was the reason behind their failiure to arrest and charge the murderers of Stephen. There was a multitude of vital wrongdoings throughout the investigative stage, these include: the police failing to partake in First Aid when initially finding Stephen’s body; the breaches when identity parades were taking place due to all witnesses being in the same room to discuss what they wanted to; and finally the inadequacy to perform a successful search of the victims homes when they were first arrested, it was discovered after the inquiry that the officers did not move a single floorboard to search for the murder weapon (MacPherson Report, 1999). Arguably, one of the main positive outcomes which came out of this case was the 67 recommendations that resulted in changes in laws and the creation of the Independent Police Complaints Commissioner (Quinn, 2019). Miscarriages of justice, particularly the Stephen Lawrence case, are never a good reflection on the police service as they prove that their motives are not always reasonable and impartial, however, they can be the cause of necessary changes in laws like the double jeopardy rule; this was changed as a result of the Stephen Lawrence case and led to the conviction of two of Stephens murderers in 2012 (Quinn, 2019). The Crown Prosecution Service (2017) also discusses the double jeopardy law, which was updated in Part 10 of the Criminal Justice Act 2003, it states that a retrial can only occur in serious cases when new compelling evidence is discovered. 

A further vital mistake which was made in the Stephen Lawrence case was made by Inspector Groves, after examination it was discovered that he committed racist stereotypical behaviour throughout the investigation stage which had him believing there was a fight between Stephen and the murderers, he thought the said fight resulted in the group of boys stabbing him to death; this was his assumption regardless of the lack of evidence pointing towards any fight taking place as he could not understand why a group of white youths would stab a black person to death without him doing anything to antagonise the situation (MacPherson Report, 1999). This behaviour from a senior investigating officer in the biggest police force in the country is nothing short of worrying, the Home Office (2010) states that a supervising officer should always be there to monitor a stop and search to make sure the officer is doing it correctly, however, it could be argued that this would not happen impartially and fairly when comparing the above example of Inspector Grove; there should be evidence of senior investigating officers to prove that they are completing their job within the guidelines of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984. 

It is important to note that Mr Brooks who was a witness to the murder, and a close friend of Stephens, was not treated justly throughout the process, due to the police disregarding his legitimacy, this racist behaviour was continued by five police officers who failed to accept that it was a murder based on racism (MacPherson Report, 1999) this information shows that the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 is not always successful as some police officers think they can get away with discriminating against a person’s race and not get caught. As the MacPherson Report (1999) states
‘If corruption and collusion did not play its part, then the case must have been thrown or at least slowed down because officers approached the murder of a black man less energetically than if the victim had been white and the murderers black.’ 
This supports Neyroud and Beckley (2012) who labelled the police service as being institutionally racist due to their deficiency in supporting black victims and their inability to investigate racial attacks. According to the UK Parliament’s (2019) investigation into the improvements in the Metropolitan Police, one fundamental target which is yet to be met is the inability to employ 7% of their officers from minority ethnic groups; this small percentage would allow minority ethnic communities to feel represented by the police and there would be more chance of them confiding in them to report crimes if the police force was more diverse. 

The final miscarriage of justice is the case of the Cardiff Five; Dodd (2017) reported that three men in Cardiff were falsely imprisoned for the 1988 murder of a prostitute in Cardiff. Their innocence was not confirmed until 1992 after evidence came to light that South Wales Police bullied and intimidated them into a confession (Dodd, 2017). Maynard (2017) elucidated that three witnesses were convicted of perjury in 2007 after admitting that they lied in their statement about what they saw after intimidation and pressure from the police, this case also shows how the Police and Criminal Evidence Act is not successful as there have been a significant amount of serious miscarriages of justice where the police have been at fault over the past 35 years.

In conclusion, the evidence suggests that the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 has been unsuccessful in preventing miscarriages of justice due to the institutional racism within the police force and their attempt to coerce witnesses and suspects (Maynard, 2017). The UK Government (2013) elucidates that the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 was brought out in an attempt to get the right balance between the police and the public and to stop police misconduct. Bryant and Bryant (2019) supports the view that the Police and Criminal Evidence Act has been ineffective as they use the documentary ‘The Secret Policeman’ as an example of the failings within police forces when it comes to racism, however they went on to explain that institutional racism has decreased dramatically since the MacPherson Report but there is still room for improvement. 
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