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Briefing Paper for upcoming parliamentary debate on ‘Effect of police stop and search powers on 

BAME communities’ 

WESTMINSTER HALL - 09:30 – 11:00, WEDNESDAY 23RD MAY 2018 

Release is the UK’s centre of expertise on drugs and drugs law. We have been providing free and 

confidential specialist advice to the public, and campaigning for the reform of drug policy, since 

1967. 

Police forces across England and Wales are making the operational decision to prioritise low-level 

drug possession over other more violent crimes 

 In 2016/17, 62 per cent of stop and searches were for drugs, compared to 11 per cent for 

offensive weapons, 9 per cent for going equipped and 1 per cent for firearms.1 

 In Merseyside, 82 per cent of stop and searches were for drugs in 2016/17 – more than any 

other police force area in England and Wales.  

 Evidence from HMICFRS suggests that drug searches are overwhelmingly for possession of 

cannabis for personal use.2  

 The Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Service3, the Mayor of London4, and the 

previous Home Secretary5 have called for increases in the use of stop and search to address 

knife crime even though there is a significant body of evidence that shows this is likely to be 

ineffective6. These claims also ignore the way that stop-search is primarily used to target 

non-violent crime, including large numbers of low-level drug possession offences. 

 

BAME groups are disproportionately searched for drugs and this is driving racial disparity 

 The Crime Survey for England and Wales estimates that BAME people are much less likely to 

use drugs (including cannabis) compared to white people.7  

 Yet, black people were stopped and searched for drugs at a rate 9 times higher than their 

white counterparts, compared to 8 times higher for all other reasons for a search.8  

 Asian and mixed people were also stopped and searched for drugs at a rate 3 times higher 

than their white counterparts, compared to 2 times higher for all other reasons for a 

search.9 

 

Drug searches on black people are likely based on weaker grounds 

 HMICFRS conducted an assessment of stop-search records and found broadly similar find 

rates (i.e. the rate at which the object searched for is found after a search) across ethnic 

groups.  

 However, when drug searches were examined, they found that searches of black people 

were consistently less likely to result in drugs being found compared to those involving 

white people and other ethnic groups.10 
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