Evaluate the use of stop and search powers by police in England and Wales
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The concept of stop and search powers by police in England and Wales has been present since as far back as 1824 where the Vagrancy Act (sus law) was introduced by the Justice of the Peace which allowed police officers the power to stop and search individuals who they deemed as suspicious persons (Lawrence, 2016). This act was implemented until the Brixton’s riots took place in 1981 which raised concerns regarding the damaging connection between police officers and members of the community and their reasoning behind the stops and searches (The Police Foundation, 2012). Reports following the Brixton riots 1981 suggest that concerns were being raised about police targeting and discriminating against young black males and abusing the stop and search powers (Jefferson, 2012). Alongside discrimination, questions were also raised in regard to legitimate reasons being used by police officers when stopping and searching an individual. Although it was necessary for police officers to have suspicion to stop and search a person, research suggests that this was not the case as some officers did not follow protocol and illegal stop and searches took place (Willis, 1983). The misuse of police powers during stop and search played a major part in developing the new stop and search code A act under the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984). 
              The Police and Criminal Evidence Act was introduced in 1984 from the recommendations of the Royal Commission on Criminal Procedure to consolidate the use of policing powers to ensure that the rights of both police officers and individuals in the community are fair and just (Murphy. N, 2017). The stop and search powers of police are conducted under code A in the Police and Criminal Evidence Act which allows police officers to stop and search suspects or vehicles without the need to carry out an arrest, this code enables officers to do so if they have reasonable grounds of suspicion (College of Policing, 2016). “Reasonable grounds for suspicion are the legal test which a police officer must satisfy before they can stop and detain individuals or vehicles to search them” (Home Office, 2014). To enable the police to accurately carry out a stop and search, clear legislation has been devised, which every police officer has to ensure they follow in order for the stop and search procedure to be successful. This legislation includes police officers informing the individual; reasons why they are being stopped and searched, suspicions on what the officer expects to find and a full explanation as to why it is legal for the individual to be stopped and searched if necessary. The officer who is conducting the stop and search has a legal requirement to inform the individual of their name, police station and to make the individual aware that they are obligated to receive a copy and record of this search (Met Police, 2021).  Although a police officer can stop and search an individual at any time, the individual is not obliged to answer any questions and the individual cannot be arrested if there is no reasonable suspicion if they chose not to respond to the questions asked (UK Government, 2021). Alongside the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 Code A, other forms of legal stop and search can be implemented, these include Section 44 of the Terrorism Act 2000 which allows officers to stop and search an individual if they have reasonable suspicion that they are involved in terrorist operations or in possession of items related to terrorism offences e.g., explosives and firearms. In addition to this, Section 60 of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994 enables senior officers to give written permission for police officers to conduct stops and searches without reasonable suspicion if it is believed that a violent attack using dangerous weapons could take place (Borooah, 2011).  If a member of the public is believed to be in possession of drugs/firearm or carrying out an offense related to these illegal items the individual can be stopped and searched under the relevant acts which could include Section 23 of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 and Section 47 of the Firearms Act 1968 (Bowlings, Phillips, 2007). For any stop and search to be carried out within the law successfully, it is vital that the correct section of the relevant stop and search act is used by the on-duty police officer and the legislative powers are legally demonstrated (Brown, 2021). This would ensure that the individuals rights are respected, and the police officer can carry out the search in a professional manner and reassure the public that the correct procedures are always fulfilled in order to continue to build positive relationships with the public when dealing with stop and search procedures (Met Police, 2021). 
                    For many years, stop and search powers have played a vital part in ensuring that the British police continue to keep communities safe by preventing and tackling crime. Most recent statistics reveal that between April 2019 and March 2020 the police in England and Wales carried out 563,837 stop and searches on members of the public, this is the first time in 10 years this number slightly increased. The number of stop and searches over the last decade have rapidly declined every year and in 2009-2010 the number of searches in England and Wales were 1,400,000 (UK Government, 2021). It is believed that the decline over the last decade was encouraged by then Prime Minister Theresa May who implied that the use of police stop and search powers were misused and therefore needed to be reined in. More recently in 2019 newly appointed Home Secretary Priti Patel has introduced a new drive in the use of police powers in stop and search and has encouraged the use of Section 60 by appointing 20,000 new officers which has played a part in the increase in stop and searches last year (Staton, 2019). Leading on from Priti Patel recruitment of the new officers, the number of arrests carried out following section 1 of PACE in 2019 - 2020 was 73,423 which has increased by 27% from the previous year of 57,709. Almost half of the arrests made during the stop and search procedure involved drug offences, whereas stolen property contributed to over 11,000 arrests and the recovery of offensive weapons was over 10,000 (Flatley, 2020). Prior to the recruitment of new officers, the London Mayor, Sadiq Khan proclaimed that the streets of London would be a safer place if stop and search continued in a professional manner and will allow the police to continue to seize dangerous weapons and prevent ferocious attacks (Bradford, Tiratelli, 2019).  Serious and dangerous crimes on the streets of Britain are often the result of an attack using an offensive weapon, the government has welcomed the results of stop and search police powers which have recovered 11,000 violent weapons and prevented these weapons being used to commit vicious attacks (Swann, 2021).  
Building strong relationships with the public is always at the forefront of any police policy as it is important that all members of the community have confidence and trust in how the police carry out their professional duties in order to prevent crime. How the public viewed the effectiveness of stop and search enabled the police and government to assess and evaluate the success of this procedure in order to improve in the future. A survey carried out involving almost 5,000 people, (Home Office, 2014) to establish the public opinion on the effectiveness on reducing criminal acts and behaviour using the stop and search method revealed that over 60% of participants agreed that stop and search powers had a positive impact on reducing crime. However, 35% of contributors disagreed with the statement that stop and search is an effective police power and believe that it is an ineffective act to reduce crime.  
           Over the years there has been controversy over whether the stop and search policy has had a positive impact on reducing crime within the UK. It is believed by many that the stop and search act is having an adverse effect on tackling crime and protecting the public as the British police have been accused of discriminating against ethnic minorities which has had a detrimental effect to the relationship between the public and the police (Miller, Bland, Quinton, 2000). Back in 2010, in some areas, the police use of PACE stop and search powers was under scrutiny by the commission with concerns of discrimination and disproportionate searches which was having a negative effect on how the public viewed the police. Worrying statistics suggested that “a black person is six times as likely to be stopped and searched by police in England and Wales. If you are Asian, you are around twice as likely to be stopped and searched as a white person” (Equality and Human Rights Commissioner, 2010). Alarmingly, over a decade later government statistics state that black people are nine times more likely to be stopped and searched under PACE section 1 than white people (UK Government, 2021). Alongside this, the official data published by the Liberal Democrats informs the public that black people under section 60, where no reasonable grounds are needed to search are eighteen times more likely to be searched than white people. Discrimination acts by the police is questioning the professionalism of the stop and search act and how this is having a damaging effect on the public’s trustworthy perception of the police (Dodd, 2020). Public perception regarding the high number of discriminations in stop and searches carried out by the police is extremely concerning as the public do not deem these statistics as a coincidence and this is having a negative effect on how the public value the police (Yesufu, 2013). Unfortunately, for the black community it has become part of everyday life to experience the unfair treatment of the stop and search act which is continuing to destroy the relationships between black people and police officers (Delsol, Shiner, 2006). 
           The manner in which the police conduct any stop and search act always needs to remain professional and the correct procedure needs to be used in order to maintain the respect from the public. When the correct procedure is not followed, this could result in an individual becoming agitated and anxious and their trust in their rights to be treated fairly by the police could have detrimental effects in the future when dealing with the police (College of Policing, 2016). In order for stops and searches to be effective and successful, a vital role for the police is to ensure that all stop and searches are lawfully carried out in an unbiased and trustworthy manner which will assist in gaining a positive public perspective of the police (The Police Foundation, 2012). Clear guidelines are set out for the police to obey in order to eliminate unnecessary distress to an individual who is being stopped and searched. 
“All stop and search must be carried out with courtesy, consideration and respect for the person concerned. Every reasonable effort must be made to minimise embarrassment that a person being searched may experience” (Met Police, 2021). However, research conducted by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) found that in 2021 a sample of nearly 10,000 stop and searches showed that 14% of them were not committed under reasonable grounds, this has led to the HMICFRS advising the need for police forces to do more in ensuring that the police officers only use stop and searches when it is necessary and to carry out these stops and searches fairly (Brown, 2021). The overall aim of the police force is to ensure safety of the people in communities by preventing and deterring crime. It is believed that what actually prevents people from committing crimes is how likely they are to be caught and not actually the punishment that could be given. The police can prevent possible offenders from breaking the law by using stop and search effectively to indicate that they are likely to be caught if they commit a crime (Tiratelli, Quinton, Bradford, 2018). Since the advisement from HMICFRS, police forces are working on developing officers understanding of how they can prevent ill treatment by tackling discrimination, it can be challenging due to the upbringing and backgrounds of each individual in the police force which is why it is vitally important that officers work on bettering themselves as police officers. Although forces are providing training and guidance on how they can improve, it is suggested that there is still a long way to go to improve unintentional bias but will only get there if forces are diverse and non-discriminating. (HMICFRS, 2021). In addition to this, in England and Wales the government has set in motion alterations in order to successfully improve the impact of stop and search by improving the recording process which has helped reduce the disparities against ethnic minorities (Flacks, 2020). 
              Looking at the stop and search process as a whole, it is clear from the research and evaluation that there are both negative and positive aspects which have an important impact on the success of stop and search. In order for the stop and search act to develop successfully it is continuously being reassessed and revised by the government and police force and recommendations are put in place to ensure this. Most recent recommendations have focused on accurate reports of individual officers on explanations for stop and search and the introduction of body cameras which can be used to monitor the performance of police officers during a stop and search. Alongside this, regular training should be undertaken by officers to ensure the correct procedure is always used in order to protect the public's rights and to safeguard the individual’s wellbeing during the stop and search process (Musker, Partridge, 2018). Although every effort is being made to reduce the disproportionate use of stop and search, there is still a long way to go before this disappears from British policing. 
“It is unrealistic and unhelpful to demand that policing should be perfect. We believe however that police services should strive to work fairly and effectively while respecting basic human rights. Only then can they be said to be good enough” (Bueren, Woolley, 2010). 
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