PLATFORM

Race and drug policing in

LLondon

Is London’s drug policing raciste
What evidence there is argues to the contrary

INTEGRAL TO THE debate on the effectiveness of Britain’s
drug laws and enforcement policies are concerns (some justifi-
able) about the policing of ethnic minorities, recently focused
on cannabiz and cocaine misuse by black British Afro-Carib-
hean people.

Although widespread and often contentious, discussion of
this issue has lell fundamental questions unanswered. Little is
known. for example. about the operation and effects of search
and arrest practices in relation to the delection of cannabis
offences. or aboul the numbers from different ethnic groups

arrested. charzed or cautioned for drug offences.
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Despile this lack of evidence. it is often suggested that drug
enforcement strategies are influenced by systemalic and wide-
spread racial bias. For Lorraine Hewilt the position was un-
equivocal: “The need ... to enforce drug laws provides a
justification for diseriminalory policing aimed at particular ...
ethnic groups ... police use the cannabis prohibition as a tool to
exert control over the local black population.™

Similarly there has been considerable concern over the last
five years about crack cocaine aud the black community. Some

commentators assume thal crack use is “overwhelmingly a
black problem™.? It’s widely believed that this assumption
arose from Stutman’s address to the Association of Chief Police
Officers” (ACPO) drugs conference in April 1989.7 In fact, the
association belween crack and black people had already been
made by a Dutch police officer al the 1983 ACPO drugs
conference.

Given this assumplion, other researchers have leapt to the
conclusion that the Metropolitan Police’s Crack Intelligence
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Coordinating Unit was set up to “target Jamaican people”.”
They know better. Dr Dorn and his colleagues at ISDD were
given a copy of the unit’s objectives and terms of reference in
October 1989. It makes no mention of targeting Jamaicans or
any other ethnic group.

Whichever standpoint one takes on British drug enforce-
ment strategies. such statements based on ill-informed beliels
(or even sloppy editing) are a matier of no
small concern.

The evidence

If Britain’s drug laws are enforced by ra-
cially motivated police officers, we should
find the evidence in the relevant statislies.
The Metropolilan Police’s arrest slatislics
for cannabis are a useful starling point.

Figure 1 presenls cannabis arrests from
1989 101992, the latest full year for which
figures are available® Is there evidence of inereasing use of the
cannabis laws to harass people? To the contrary: in 1992 4693
fewer people were arrested than in 1990, a 28 per cent
decrease. Arresis for cannabis possession have also fallen: in
1992, 4121 fewer people were arrested than in 1989, a 27 per
cent decrease.

In figure 2 we home in on arrests of *black’ people, defined
as black British Afro-Caribbeans. one of the categories used in
Metropolitan Police records (Identity Code 3). Method of case
disposal, ie, caution or charge, is also shown.

A notable feature is the 31 per cent drop in the number of
black people arrested for cannabis offences in 1989-1992. Of
those arrested, the proportion charged has also dropped from
68 per cent lo 44 per cenl. This is matched by a 24 per cent
increase in the proportion cautioned.

Research in the London Borough of Southwark in 1991
provides further evidence against the notion that drug enforce-
menl stralegies are racially biased: “There 1s no evidence ...
that the police process a disproportionate number of black
people for cannabis offences ... the proportions of black people
processed for cannabis offences almostmirror the ethnic make
up of the borough.” (Emphasis added)

This research also noted a “particularly siriking” increase
in the use of cautioning in cases involving black people
between 1989-1990. when their presence in all drug arrests in
Southwark declined by some 12 per cent.”

Such evidence does not support the notion
of systematic and widespread racial discrimi-
nation in drug policing in London. This con-
clusion, however, must be considered tenta-
tive. There remains substantial room [or
improvement in terms of data, research methods

and stalistical interpretation. ()
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