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An open letter to the Home Secretary

Dear Right Honourable Priti Patel, Secretary of State for the Home Department,

We are deeply concerned about the government’s plans to introduce Serious Violence
Reduction Orders to address knife crime. Under these new powers, officers would be able
to repeatedly stop and search those subject to the orders, simply because they have a
related previous conviction.

We believe the powers proposed to be disproportionate and unnecessary. These
proposals subvert existing legal safeguards on the use of stop and search — the
‘reasonable suspicion’ test for all searches covered by the Police and Criminal Evidence
Act 1984 and relevant code of practice (Code A). Indeed, previous conviction history is
explicitly excluded from what is deemed reasonable grounds for a search. Further,
previous efforts to introduce stop and search measures without reasonable suspicion,
under the Terrorism Act 2000 (s.44), were ruled unlawful by the European Court of Human
Rights for breaching Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights. These orders
should be challenged on similar grounds.

While evidence suggests the introduction of increasingly punitive powers will do
little, if anything, to reduce violence, research has shown repeatedly that offering such
unchecked discretion for officers only serves to substantially increase the already
egregious racial disparities in stop and search practices.

The use of stop and search is heavily concentrated on black and minority ethnic groups —
government figures show that black people are searched at 8.9 times the rate of white
people.” These disparities are reproduced throughout the criminal justice system; in
arrests, out of court disposals, prosecution, and sentencing.2 Years of policing research
tells us that when discretion in the use of police stop and search is increased, racial
disparities worsen;3 for example, StopWatch analysis of police data found that in 2018/19,
black people were searched under suspicionless Section 60 searches — in which officers
are granted blanket powers to stop-search any person without suspicion in a defined area
for up to 48 hours* — at almost 45 times the rate of white people.

The Home Office consultation does not question the need for the new orders, but we
certainly do. A large body of evidence suggests that stop and search powers have, at
best, a marginal effect on crime® (as the Home Office acknowledges in its own
consultation document). The solutions to knife crime do not reside in further punitive
measures. Successful public health strategies for reducing serious violence have been
endorsed by the World Health Organisation.¢ It is hard to understand why the UK
government diverts so wildly from an evidence-led path.

The events of recent months have undoubtedly damaged public trust in police. Despite
numerous efforts to reform, scrutiny of stop and search powers remains weak. If
introduced, we expect these powers to become yet another chapter in a long and
unbroken history of the over-policing and under-protection of BAME communities, and in
the current climate, we can only anticipate that these proposals will damage police
legitimacy further. We implore all of those moved by these concerns to respond to the
government’s consultation on these proposals, before the deadline of 8 November.

StopWatch.
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