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Executive Summary 
The paper explores themes related to police misconduct – more specifically racism where the territorial police forces as well as centralised police organizations have come under intense scrutiny for lack of action against racist actions by serving officers or staff. This paper discusses the history of racism within British law enforcement and governance where it finds that different ethnic groups throughout history experienced racism by the authorities in different ways, from  the Romani being enslaved by the crown to the Irish facing violence by the Royal Ulster Constabulary as well as Blacks and Asians facing discrimination in more contemporary history through questionable community relations and crackdowns on protests.

The paper finds that moving forward into the 2020s racism still plays a huge problem in policing with current cases being contrasted with Casey review, Scarman report and Macpherson report while also taking into consideration cases such as Operation Argens. To summarize, diversity and culture has gone a long way in improving within British Law Enforcement – however the issue of racism persists especially in the 2020s when trust and confidence within the police remains low with recommendations seeking more transparency and civilian involvement in holding the police forces accountable. 
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Introduction 

Racism in policing remains a controversial topic that has impacted not only civilians but those that work in law enforcement as well. Despite noble origins the territorial police forces, PSNI, Police Scotland, and even the Ministry of Defence police have had their shares of criticism especially in recent years (since 2020) where trust and confidence in the police have been called into question. This paper will discuss the prevalence of police-related racism within England and Wales while focusing on mainly Home Office Forces (namely the Territorial Constabularies) however may draw upon examples from centralised forces such as the Ministry of Defence Police or the Civil Nuclear Constabulary.  

Throughout this discussion notable cases of police misconduct will be discussed such as Operation Argens, Baroness Casey Review, Scarman Report, and the Macpherson report alongside other case examples as fundamental building blocks of the topic.

History

History of racism within British Law Enforcement can be subjective. It’s hard to pin down an exact origin of this becoming a ‘institutionalised’ problem as racism within authority positions take different forms and actions depending on the circumstances of the era, for example in Ireland (before the establishment of the Republic) both the former Royal Irish Constabulary and the British military had systematically oppressed the majority catholic population, an infamous example was post first world war where the government hired former British soldiers that fought in the first world war who later earned a horrible reputation (Leeson, 2008) for conducting massacres as well as being unprofessional in general. Another key example could be the persecution of Romani and Irish travellers who have faced discrimination since the 1500s under the crown with King Edward IV effectively enslaving them (Linden, 2026).   

In more recent history discrimination against immigrant groups (in essence, Britons that are not ethnically English, Welsh, Scottish, Cornish, etc.) by the police have been at the forefront of media outlets and academic discussion circles with plenty of literature examples to study… A case such as the Windrush generation found that many migrants in the late 40s and early 50s hailing from the Caribbean found themselves being targeted by police with many of their establishments and business being hotspots for raids – despite this according to Whitfield (2025) there were proposals to have more Asian and Black individuals to join the police as special constables in an effort to mend community relations along with offers to advise the police of Caribbean cultures however the police forces either “refused or, was reluctant”  to agree with said initiatives. 

Interestingly this could be compared and examined alongside the 1981 Brixton protests where the Metropolitan Police Service found itself at odds against black protestors which was heavily highlighted by the media – in response the government issued the “Scarman report” (The National Archives, 2024) which investigated what caused the anarchy in the first place. According to UK PARLIAMENT (2019) a transcript of the parliamentary meeting showcased that Mr Aitken has raised the issue that only “1 per cent” of minorities were drawn into the MPS which was later backed by Mr Whitelaw who agrees it’s one of the Scarman’s reports “valuable points.”  And agrees that the police could do with further training. 

Meanwhile Asians who make up a large minority group within the United Kingdom had experienced discrimination in contemporary times by the police – a notable case involving discrimination by the police against Asians was the 2001 Bradford riots where racist English supremacist groups-initiated violence against the large Pakistani community within West Yorkshire – it was expected that the police in situations like this would remain fair and neutral however according to Massey (2019) out of the thirty-six arrests “twenty-three were Asian and thirteen were white.” Which portrayed a seemingly negative bias that the police were sympathetic to the far-right rioters hence the accusation of them having a larger crackdown on Pakistani men as opposed to the English – this coupled with the tensions the Asians in Bradford had with police prior was destructive to positive community relations. 

In summary this section establishes that the police have been accused of racism throughout different periods of history through varied means. Many religious, racial, and culture groups have had their share of the burden of authorities and their misconduct. The next section of the report will investigate the ‘recent’ re-emergence of police misconduct accusations and whether things have changed since then (either for the better or the worse).



Trust and confidence in the Police

Trust and confidence has been called into question throughout the 2020s (Low and Owen-Evans, 2024) especially due to instances of police misconduct involving sexual assault, murder, racist attitudes, and sexism. This has inventively led Baroness Casey of Blackstock to oversee an investigation into the Metropolitan Police which has highlighted significant concerns with the conduct of law enforcement officers and staff. In the context of racism Casey (2023) found that discrimination is tolerated and has become interlinked in the system with widespread bullying against those with of protected characteristics being reported as “22% of staff and officers.” It was also found that racist attitudes specifically are still prevalent and often is likely to be ignored.  

In comparison with the Scarman report there are similar concerns that are found – more specifically issues pertaining to ethnic minorities. The Casey report serves as the most recent example of police failings regarding (Manning and Wood, 2025) BAME groups where accusations of institutionalised racism was reported similar to the Scarman report where the first origin of institutional racism (Neal, 2003) was reported and thus found itself in many media headlines however there is key differences, while the Scarman report seeks to establish racial problems in the police and seeks solutions to keep community relations with blacks and Asians – the Casey report on the other hand goes deeper and points other insecurities within the police service such as allegations of sexism, misogyny, and violence against women and girls thus suggesting the issue doesn’t stop at racism (Doardo, 2023) but rather additional complex themes that show critical weaknesses in its apparatus. This very much goes against the theme of “bad apples” as legitimacy and trust get called into question as the Casey review exposes deep rooted issues. Meanwhile the Macpherson report, another enquiry previous to the Casey report investigated the death of Stephen Lawarance – according to Lea (2000) the investigation looked into the failures of how a black man died at the hands of a white gang supremacists which was described as “a combination of professional incompetence, institutional racism, and a failure of leadership by senior officers” where it led to the investigation being sabotaged. Like with the Casey and Scarman reports it reasserts the idea of institutionalised racism within police culture however it differs from Scarman where the idea of “bad apples” isn’t the core concept but instead a system-wide British society by analysing the practises and policies that enabled concern (Bartkowiak-Theron and Asquith, 2014) but unlike Casey it only focuses on the racial aspect of policing and does not investigate other notorious issues such as sexism or the overall toxic workplace within the Metropolitan Police Service.  

Overall, what can be found is the gradual shift between academics and authorities where previously from Scarman whose rhetoric establishes “a few bad officers” however still paved the way for the increase in better relations between the police and minority communities yet accusations of institutionalised racism persisted in media outlets. This would later evolve into possible institutionalised racism being acknowledged by experts through the Macpherson report and a gradual shift away from a handful of ill-intended individuals. When looking at the Baroness Casey review, it can be established that racism isn’t the only deep-seeded problem in policing but also sexism and misogyny which also led to other enquires such as Operation Argens (IOPC, 2023) where it was found that Wayne Couzens (a notable subject in the Casey review) was connected to other officers through a group chat that exhibited officers being openly racist, sexist, misogynistic as well as subjecting behaviours of a sexual predator. 
Scarman recommended changes to police training and acknowledged the racial tensions due to less adequate policing however many of his ideas were undermined by Scotland Yard (Sim, 1982) with senior officers generally unopposed when projecting their views regarding accountability to some newspapers and media outlets. From there one could interpret and corollate these findings with the Macpherson report’s investigation into the death of Stephen Lawarance where it was established that poor leadership by senior officers and racist attitudes within police which suggests that the Scarman report had little affect on challenging the problems with British law enforcement.  

When considering the Baroness Casey Review in contemporary times it’s found that the report delves deeper than racism being the only issue. Yes, it’s one of the many core problems with the Metropolitan Police but unlike the Macpherson and Scarman reports it covers sexual assaults & harassment, sexism, and misogyny – like the Macpherson report prior, the ideas of it being a systematic problem then individuals become clearer. The Casey (2023, P20-21) Review puts forward a wide range of recommendations such as the redoing of the misconduct system, believing it’s not fit for purpose, disbanding and reforming the notably racist firearms unit (Parliamentary and Diplomatic Protection) to root out “unacceptable behaviour” as well as enforce stricter vetting procedures amongst much more. 

Conclusion & Recommendations 
A set of recommendations that should be considered is giving civilian oversight more authority such as the Independent Office for Police Conduct alongside Police and Crime Commissioners to regulate and persist accountability with local police forces, evidence for positive actions by giving civilians more power to dictate and review police action can be found all over the western world with nations such as the United States for example Schiff et al. (2025) explains that civilian review boards exist to “enhance the legitimacy of police” with it’s role to act as an independent body to hold the police to account and can help to restore trust in law enforcement. 

Another recommendation which is already made by the Casey review and been implemented anyway is enforcing stricter vetting (Home Office, 2025) giving police chief constables the authority to remove officers should they not comply or fail background checks – thus becoming a legal requirement. 

And finally, more resources into community outreach events such as “Positive Action” which seeks to recruit more BAME people into the police (College of Policing, 2020) through a fairer approach would help to improve diversity and inclusion in the workforce which already had a checkered history with ethnic minorities. In conclusion all three reviews have made steps into understanding the issue at large when it comes to racism in the police. Scarman was the first major report to find that there should be change into police routine and training despite senior command electing to ignore said advice however the Macpherson report was a major step for understanding that it isn’t necessarily bad apples but at worst a systematic problem that discriminates against minorities, highlighting that senior police officials leadership was inadequate and the police were institutionally racist  with similar findings coming across to the Baroness Casey review which also exposed other issues pertaining to protected characterises such as vulnerability and gender. 

Overall, the Metropolitan police service by extension all forces across England and Wales have much further to go in resolving the issue however more transparency through civilian review boards like in the United States and having more outreach events to discriminated groups can be instrumental for steps into healing decades of discrimination. 
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