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Should all frontline police officers be trained and equipped with preliminary roadside drugs testing equipment, given the increase in drug related driving offences: Are frontline officers properly equipped to deal with this issue?


Introduction – Background

The researcher will explore the background into the history of drug driving offences and the change in law that meant that the detection and conviction levels of this specific offence has increased in recent years. The researcher will critically evaluate the inquiry into whether should all frontline police officers be trained and equipped with preliminary roadside drugs testing equipment, given the increase in drug related driving offences and weigh up the discussion into whether our frontline officers are properly equipped to deal with this issue?

Following on from the North Report produced by Sir Peter North, the government strengthened legislation to address drug driving offences, and this was passed by Government in March 2015 with the creation of Section 5a Road Traffic Act 1988. This piece of legislation specified blood drug concentrations for 17 different legal and illegal drugs. Through tough police enforcement by means of developing approved roadside testing equipment for the detection of the two more commonly used illegal drugs cocaine and cannabis, since its introduction the detection rate has increased within police forces who are using this equipment (Webster, 2021).

Before this introduction, there was an offence to “drive/attempting to drive or being in charge of a motor vehicle whilst unfit through drink or drugs” contrary to Section 4 Road Traffic Act 1988 (CPS, 2019). Although this piece of legislation was in law, the police did not have the equivalent of a breathalyser to detect drug offence so many people got away with it. In the first year following this change in legislation, police in Wales and England, detected a rise of up to 800% on the previous year and there were almost 8,000 arrests for such offence (Duffy, 2017). This figure has continued to rise however in many police forces, there are only specialist departments such as the road policing unit who train their staff to use such roadside testing equipment and it is the purpose of this study to establish whether all frontline officers should be trained and equipped with these testing devices given the increase and ignorance by some to the dangers of drug driving and not just drink driving.


Aims and Objectives of the Research Activity:

The aim behind the study is to examine in depth whether or not all frontline police officers should be mandatory trained and equipped with preliminary roadside drugs testing equipment. This is linked to the increase of drug related driving offences that are being committed each year. The below objectives are to be considered and addressed during the entirety of this study.

1. To provide a background history into the increase of drug related driving offences
2. To show that the introduction of preliminary roadside drug testing equipment has identified that the number of offences has increased in recent years
3. To identify the number of drug driving offences in different police forces within Wales and England
4. To identify the opinions of frontline officers who have to address this issue and establish whether they believe that they are properly trained and equipped to address this


Research Methodology:

There are several different methods that will be used to conduct this activity. A selection of both quantitative and qualitative data will be collected alongside both primary and secondary data analysis.

A questionnaire will be utilised by the researcher to collect information from serving frontline officers who are both trained and supplied with this testing equipment and from those who are not. This questionnaire will provide the researcher with real time information given the current culture which can then be analysed, and this will play a significant role in the collection of both qualitative and quantitative information. The questionnaire will mainly consist of collecting quantitative data however the researcher would also like to take advantage and collect the views, opinions and emotions of its audience forming qualitative information. This mixed method approach allows the researcher to collect both types of data and through in-depth analysis, will allow the user to answer the research title question with far more strength (Streefkerk, 2019). According to (Vaughan, 2021) the qualitative approach is not bound by the limitations of quantitative methods and therefore if the response does not fit the researchers’ expectations, then the data could explain something that figures alone are unable to reveal. 

Throughout the duration of this project, other methods will be used in addition to the ones detailed above including the collection of data and information from news articles, web pages and textbooks. This secondary data analysis will allow the researcher to gauge and improve their knowledge and understanding on this topic.


Literature Review:

There have been numerous studies into drug driving offences and the figures surrounding this. The purpose of this particular research activity is to establish whether or not officers for South Wales Police believe that all frontline officers should complete mandatory training and equipped with preliminary roadside drug testing equipment similar to that of the drink drive breathalyser equipment used today. As drug driving offences increase, it is important to address this issue and establish the opinion of serving officers who encounter these issues on a daily basis.

Before the introduction of roadside drug testing equipment, police officers found it much harder to convict drivers for drug driving offences as they could not test drivers at the roadside and alternatively, the decision was made to charge for separate offences as they were easier to prove. According to (Allen and Odell, 2010) an example of where this happened is ‘R v Sofekun’ and this particular case study showed that a drug driving conviction should have been charged with as the driver was under the influence of cannabis and was pulled over driving his car, however, he was charged with possession of cannabis, driving without insurance, and driving without a licence as an alternative as this was far easier to prove. 

In England and Wales, through a recent Home Office survey, more than a third of people admitted to using drugs on a regular basis (Hull, 2020). Considering the number of cars on the roads today, the important message that needs to be reiterated is that drug driving needs to be as socially unacceptable as drink driving.

According to (Webster, 2021), during the year of 2019, statistics suggests that there were 92 deaths and 672 serious injuries in collisions where a driver was impaired by drugs however the actual figure is likely to be much higher. On top of this, the conviction rate of drug driving offences was at a high of 12,391 people in 2019 and this was due to the fact that officers were using roadside preliminary drug driving testing equipment to detect these drivers.

The specialist frontline officers who are currently trained and equipped to use these roadside drugs driving preliminary testing equipment ‘drug wipes’ are a very small number of officers who usually are from the roads policing unit. The figures in 2019/2020 shows that there were 301 roads policing officers in Wales which is just 4.3% of all frontline officers (Action Vision Zero, 2021). Given this small percentage of officers who are trained and equipped to appropriately test for this particular offence, the question remains that should all frontline officers be trained to address this issue. Currently all frontline operational officers complete mandatory training on using roadside alcohol testing equipment ‘breathalyser’ and frequently carry one in every police vehicle which allows them to easily identify whether the driver of a vehicle is potentially impaired and provides a preliminary result for further investigation. When it comes to drug driving, these officers are not trained and therefore have to rely on old legislation of Section 4 Road Traffic Act 1988 or have to request for a roads policing officer to attend and conduct the preliminary roadside test. This in turn, puts further strain on a department where numbers are low, and this also takes away another resource which could be utilised more effectively elsewhere.


Anticipated Risks and Ethical Issues:

At this point, the researcher has not identified any ethical issues with the decision to examine this specific topic. The creation and distribution of the proposed questionnaire will not breach any piece of legislation included within the Data Protection Act 1998 as the questionnaire will be anonymous and personal information or details will not be collected or stored. This is to create a more unbiased compilation of data to analyse.





Timescale of Events:

The importance behind setting up and following a well-structured timeframe for each section of this report is vital for the researcher to complete this study and will coincide with my police career and family commitments. The below table has been created which provides a sensible and practical timeframe for each part of dissertation to be completed in readiness for the final assembly (Figure 1).

	Date
	Task
	Completed Y/N

	November 2021
	· Complete and submit dissertation proposal
· Complete and submit ethics form
	Y
Y

	December 2021

	· Carry out extensive research into this study
· Compile a set of questions to be included in the questionnaire
	

	January 2022

	· Distribute questionnaire to all relevant persons
· Write up literature review
	

	February 2022
	· Establish research methods
	

	March 2022

	· Submit research methodology
· Collect completed questionnaires
	

	April 2022

	· Analyse the results from the completed questionnaire
· Prepare a report on the data collected and compiled
	

	May 2022

	· Create a report on the findings from the questionnaire
· Analyse the conclusion as a result of this and prepare a draft of the dissertation
	

	June 2022

	· Proofread and check for grammar and spelling errors
· Assemble and bind all parts of this study
· Submit final dissertation
	



(Figure 1 – Table of proposed dates)


Evaluation, Results and Resources:

There are no results available at this early stage of the study and results from the data collected from the proposed questionnaire will be the first step that will be analysed. This along with figures released by police forces relating to drug driving offences will assist with providing evidence to support the title question. The distribution of the proposed questionnaire will require access to printing equipment to facilitate this.
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