Child Q case exposes systemic failures and racial bias in police strip searches of children

[image: ]
A deeply troubling case involving the strip search of a 15-year-old Black schoolgirl known as Child Q has cast a harsh spotlight on police practices in England, exposing significant failings in safeguarding vulnerable children. The incident, which occurred in a Hackney school in east London in 2020, saw two officers from the Metropolitan Police strip-search the girl while she was on her period, after she was wrongly suspected of carrying cannabis. A recent disciplinary tribunal found the two officers guilty of gross misconduct and dismissed them without notice, while a third officer received a final written warning for misconduct. Child Q, who has spoken through a solicitor, described the traumatic experience as one that leaves her unable to “go a single day without wanting to scream,” underscoring the profound psychological impact of the invasive and mishandled search.
The search took place without the presence of an appropriate adult, a fundamental safeguard designed to protect children in such vulnerable situations. This breach, alongside other procedural failures, was highlighted during the tribunal, in which one of the officers admitted not having completed crucial training on search procedures and being unaware of the requirement for an appropriate adult to be present. The victim's mother expressed a mixture of relief at the outcome of the tribunal and frustration, insisting that the Metropolitan Police still faces a substantial challenge to regain the trust of Black Londoners. The Metropolitan Police issued a formal apology, with a senior commander describing the event as "truly regrettable" and acknowledging the damage caused to confidence in the police among Black communities.
This incident is symptomatic of wider systemic issues regarding police strip searches of children across England and Wales. Recent data reported by the Children’s Commissioner revealed that between July 2022 and June 2023, there were 457 strip searches conducted on children, averaging one every 19 hours. Nearly half of these cases resulted in no further action, raising serious questions about the justification for such intrusive measures. The report also highlighted a stark racial disparity: Black children are four times more likely to be subjected to strip searches than their peers. This disproportionate targeting ties into broader concerns that Black children are often perceived by law enforcement as older and less vulnerable than they are, a perception that risks exacerbating trauma and injustice.
In response to the ongoing fallout from Child Q’s case and similar instances, independent investigators found the officers acted inappropriately, with disciplinary hearings citing both procedural failures and discrimination based on race and sex. The Metropolitan Police pledged to address the overuse of strip search powers and promised significant procedural reforms. Yet, children’s charities and safeguarding experts remain alarmed by the frequency and conditions under which these searches occur. A leading children’s charity chief executive described the prevalence of such searches, especially without proper safeguarding, as "deeply worrying" and emphasised the necessity for policing to prioritise respect and safety to maintain young people's trust in the justice system.
The case of Child Q thus exposes not only individual failings among officers but also entrenched institutional problems within policing practices around vulnerable children, particularly those from Black communities. The trauma inflicted on Child Q and the broader patterns of disproportionate and invasive searches point to an urgent need for systemic change, including stricter oversight, mandatory training, and the firm assurance that children are protected from unnecessary and harmful interventions. This incident’s aftermath serves as a stark reminder of the potential damage that can arise when policing powers are misused or applied without sufficient regard for the rights and dignity of young people.
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