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Evaluating the use of Stop and Search Powers in England and Wales
This paper is going to consider and evaluate the use of Stop and Search Powers in England and Wales. In order to achieve this, a brief overview surrounding the intricacies of stop and search will be given, followed by an in-depth discussion on the way it is used and its efficacy on reducing crime. Any potential shortcomings and controversies will be examined to determine whether stop and search is used fairly and ethically by police officers. Within the paper, relevant policy and legislation will be considered to support any findings. Finally, its use will be compared with other methods available for police officers to use combat crime in order to conclude if stop and search is both used appropriately and if it is an effective tool at reducing crime
A Stop and Search is a police power giving a police officer the right to stop, question and search a person providing they have reasonable grounds to do so (Metropolitan Police, 2022). When looking at stop and search it is important to note its difference in power with stop and question. When a police officer stops and questions a person, the person does not have to answer any questions and a person can not be arrested for refusing to answer questions. Questions are also limited to a basic questioning pool such as asking for a person’s name, what they are doing in the area or where they are going (GOV.UK, 2022). When this process moves up to a stop and search, a police officer may detain a person for a reasonable amount of time needed to conduct a search (Mayor of London, 2022) providing they have reasonable suspicion that the person(s) concerned are carrying a weapon, stolen property or prohibited fireworks either on their person or in their vehicle (Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984) or any controlled drugs (Misuse of Drugs Act 1971). A search can only take place in a public place, any search which involves entering a premises comes under a different section of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) which is separate to the powers of stop and search.
The legislation that governs the process for a stop and search falls under Code A of the PACE codes of practice (Home Office, 2015). Code A sets out what procedures a police officer must follow to ensure that the stop and search is lawful and that an officer can account for the reasons for the search. As previously discussed, a police officer can only stop and search a person or persons if they have reasonable grounds to do so, which is defined as the “legal test which a police officer must satisfy before they can stop and detain individuals or vehicles to search them” (Home Office, 2015). A police officer must be satisfied that the person they are stopping to conduct a search on to be carrying on them prohibited items listed under Section 1 of PACE or Section 23 of the Misuse of Drugs Act and not just stopping and searching a person without reason. This is to avoid any accusation that a person was stopped and searched due to factors such as race, ethnic background, or religion (Staffordshire Commissioner, 2022).
A stop and search may be used in a variety of ways, however it is primarily used to identify and seize illegal items concealed on a person or in a vehicle. To ensure every stop and search is legal, any police officer conducting one uses the mnemonic GOWISELY (Brown, 2021). GOWISELY ensures that stop and searches remain both consistent and legal. The use of stop and search powers have been heavily criticised in the past and continue to be to the present day (Gould, 2020) as the police are often accused of targeting the black community through the use of stop and search. If a police officer uses GOWISELY in the correct manner, then it will result in procedures being followed and people only being stopped and searched for the specified reasons according to the mnemonic. When followed correctly, an officer must establish the grounds for the search, the object or objects they are intending to find and the legal power being executed (Brown, 2021). These procedures are in place in order to make the stop and search process as transparent as possible, and that discrepancies and errors in judgement can be mostly avoided. 
Stop and Search is largely used to confiscate items that have the potential to lead to other crimes being committed. An example of this is using stop and search powers to combat knife crime by seizing pointed or bladed articles from a person if they are found. Stop and search has been proven to be an effective tool in reducing crime as it deters those who were previously carrying prohibited articles from doing so again (Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2019). Police forces across the UK often publish bulletins stating that they intend to stop and search individuals in a specific area if they believe that there will be individuals carrying weapons upon them (Lancashire Constabulary, 2022) in an attempt to deter knife crime. Despite these efforts, it has been found that the use of stop and search has little to no effect on knife crime, with only 7% of stop searches resulting in a weapon being found and only 14% of these actually being arrested for possession during the period 2001-2002 (Eades et al, 2007). A more recent study came to similar conclusions, stating that using stop and search to combat knife crime was found to be ineffective due to there not being enough officers to carry out the searches (Community Practitioner, 2019). There are a number of alternative ways to combat knife crime that are found to be equally or more effective than stop and search, such as community knife bins, knife sweeps and teachable moments in victim interventions (College of Policing, 2021).
According to the Cheshire Constabulary (2022) during the period April 2020 to March 2021, over 68% of all stop and searches were related to drug offences in England and Wales. Cheshire Constabulary themselves were above the national average, with 74% of all stop and searches being related to drug offences. It has been said that “despite the current political focus on the utility of the power in addressing violent crime, drugs dominate the grounds provided by police for stop/searches” (Bradford & Tiratelli, 2019, pp. 2-3). The majority of stop and searches carried out across England and Wales relate to drug crime, specifically searching and having the intention to seize controlled drugs from those who have any secluded upon their person. Stop and Search has found to have little to no impact on deterring drug crime overall (University College London, 2022), however simply just deterring the crime is not the full picture. In 2005, Staffordshire Police used stop and search powers heavily in an area where there was conflict between two rival drug gangs, to which the local community responded positively with this proactive policing approach to deter crime (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2010). This however, is not representative of how effective stop and search is at reducing drug related crime overall. When considering that out of 4,316 searches conducted by the Cheshire Constabulary relating to drugs only 550 arrests were made (Cheshire Constabulary, 2022), its use to detect and deter drug crime is somewhat questionable.
Stop and searches have the ability to be more effective if a Section 60 gets issued. A Section 60 has to be issued by an officer of inspector rank or above, and once issued anyone can be stopped and search in a specified area without an officer having reasonable grounds to suspect (South Wales Police and Crime Commissioner, 2022). Section 60’s are only issued if a senior officer “believes there is a possibility of serious violence, or weapons are involved” (Thames Valley Police, 2022) in a specific area, thus allowing police officers to stop, detain and search any person in that area over a 24 hour period. While seemingly an effective tool at reducing crime in a targeted area, its use has been controversial. During the period July – September 2020, 92% of weapon searches in London were down to an officer having reasonable grounds to suspect, meaning only 8% of seizures were based around the authorisation of a Section 60 (Ashby, 2020). Sex and race profiling is also an issue, with 92% of those searched during the same period being male, and the majority of them being aged under 24 (Ashby, 2020). Media outlets report heavily on the use of stop and search, particularly around the issues of racial profiling by police officers conducting searches on those from BAME backgrounds (Townsend, 2012). Townsend (2012) goes on to say that Section 60’s are “incompatible with the European convention on human rights” due to those from BAME backgrounds being supposedly targeted and disproportionately searched in an area where one gets issued.
Continuing on the theme of racial profiling, it has been found that those who identify as black are four times as likely to be stopped and searched than those who are white (Tiratelli et al, 2018). Racial profiling is a significant contemporary issue police forces across the UK face frequently and have to tread carefully when it comes to stopping and searching those from BAME backgrounds. The use of social media results in incidents where a black person appears to be wrongfully stopped and searched gets spread around and can reach a large audience quickly, resulting in greater animosity towards the police (Black Lives Matter Cardiff and Vale, 2022). Police officers are facing an ever-increasing challenge of upholding the law and keeping the peace when it comes to the use of stop and search. Black Lives Matter UK claim that “Britain’s most senior police leaders are considering making a public admission that their forces are institutionally racist” (Black Lives Matter UK, 2022), showing that the gap in trust between British police forces and the black community is growing ever wider. Liberty (2022) claim that people of colour are unfairly targeted to be stopped and searched, and that discrimination is at its highest rate for 20 years. While no official or reliable statistics are found within these sources, the audience it is intended for will still perceive them as factual information, leading to distrust and discrediting the police.
Those being stopped for the colour of their skin could be seen as a miscarriage of justice as being stopped and having time taken out of their day solely down to their ethnicity could be seen as a form of punishment (Cardiff University, 2021). In fact, when it comes to miscarriages of justice surrounding the use of stop and search, the main focal point is those from BAME backgrounds being disproportionately stopped (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2021). This was an especially prevalent topic in the years following the death of Stephen Lawrence, where the black community felt they were being unfairly targeted to be stopped and searched by the police (Miller, 2010). Innocent members of the public also feel like they are a target when the phrase ‘zero tolerance’ gets mentioned, believing that it gives police officers the right o abuse their powers of stop and search (Bowling, 2008). Bradford (2016) takes this further, believing that stop and search powers are stressful, confrontational, and damaging to the relationship between the public and the police. With the UK using the model of policing by consent of the public, that model can be severely damaged if the public do not trust police officers to carry out their duties without bias or prejudice. 
Stop and search is not the only incentive for would be offenders to not carry illegal or prohibited items. There are a number of schemes in place which are arguably equal or even more effective at deterring crime than the powers of stop and search. One example of this is the use of knife surrender bins, where those who carry knifes upon their person can surrender their weapons anonymously and free of charge in an attempt to remove knifes from the streets (Suffolk Constabulary, 2022a). This has proven to be a success in a number of force areas, Greater Manchester Police (2020) had over 550 knifes handed in during the period February – July 2020, meaning members of the public were still handing in knifes despite the Coronavirus lockdown restrictions in place. Suffolk Constabulary (2022b) have heavily praised the ‘Bin a Blade’ scheme, with over 20,000 knifes deposited in the period 2010-2018. Other methods to reduce knife crime that are found to be more effective than stop and search include import enforcement, where illegally imported knifes are confiscated by either the police or Border Force before they make it to the streets (College of Policing, 2021). Both of these initiatives have been found to be more successful in the detection and seizure of illegal or prohibited items compared to stop and search. These initiatives have also been found to be less expensive as they both require less man power than putting enough officers out on the streets to make stop and search an effective tool at reducing crime.
In conclusion, the use of stop and search is a key tool police officers can use in order to combat crime, although its effectiveness is somewhat questionable. Statistics show that the use of stop and search has little to no effect on overall crime, however its effect on crime figures do not paint the full picture. The research has found that stop and search is all about preventing crime before it happens by confiscating illegal and prohibited items that a potential offender would use to commit crime. Once again, while a small number of stop and searches result in illegal items being confiscated, the research supports the argument `that a lot more people would be happy to carry such items if there was zero risk of them being caught with it should they be subject to a stop and search. While more effective tools exist at preventing crime than stop and search, it is still an effective tool police officers use to combat crime. Even if only a handful of items were confiscated during a twelve-month period, that is still a handful of illegal items off the streets of the UK.
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