




Gender, Race, Religion and Crime – Assignment 2: Critically evaluating the spike in racial hate crime following the EURO 2020 penalty shootout
By George Lovering


In this discussion, the increase in racial hate crime following the EURO 2020 final penalty shootout between England and Italy on 11th July 2021 will be examined and evaluated in depth, with all aspects of the issue being considered, with the key focus being on racism towards black players becoming more prevalent on social media at the time and the response to this by authorities. In order to critically evaluate these issues, it is important to provide context, meaning that the role that racism plays in society today and prior incidents that specifically involve racism in football should be considered. During this discussion there will also be reflection on some of the key contributing factors when it comes to these issues and what more could possibly be done by government authorities, the police or social media companies. 

The spike in racial hate crime following the EURO 2020 penalty shootout was undeniably evident as the issue was well publicised in the following days and weeks after, but also there has been data collected that reveals the true extent of the issue and enlightening statistics regarding the perpetrators on social media. According to a report from (FIFA, 2022) known as the football threat matrix report, English players Marcus Rashford and Bukayo Saka were the most abused players, with most of the abuse being racism, but the abuse also extends to threats in the form of messages, posts and comments. The significance here is that the abuse Saka and Rashford faced was heavily weighed on their skin colour due to them both being black, which was used by perpetrators as a key point of focus to direct slurs, hatred, abuse and insults towards them. In terms of the response to this abuse by social media platforms, Twitter took action by suspending accounts and removing abusive tweets, but the severity of the abuse on their platform was addressed by the company directly, citing (Griffin, 2021), Twitter took action by removing “1,622 tweets during the final and in the 24 hours after the game - rising to 1,961 three days after the game.” These figures from Twitter demonstrate that there was clearly a surge in abuse on the platform during the final which continued to rise in the aftermath of the penalty shootout. Now, some of the criticism Twitter faced previously in similar instances and in this one, is that they could potentially be doing more to combat racism and abuse on the platform. This is a point of contention because Twitter stated that they were able to identify the suspended accounts were not anonymous and also that it’s “important to acknowledge that the UK was - by far - the largest country of origin for the abusive Tweets we removed on the night of the Final and in the days that followed.” (Twitter UK, 2021). The clear fault that can be highlighted in Twitter’s statement when criticising the platform’s response is that if they were able to see that the accounts weren’t anonymous and at least partially get their location, then the data could’ve have potentially been given to authorities for them to take action and send a wider message that this sort of activity can be illegal and  is unacceptable. Looking at other platforms responses to the spike in racial abuse, Instagram did admit that the moderation that was in place at the time to remove any harmful comments was significantly flawed in terms of the sufficiency of taking action against the users who took part in the abuse. To cite (Criddle, 2021), “Imran Ahmed, chief executive of the Center for Countering Hate (CCDH) said it was "beyond belief" that racist abuse continued to bypass Instagram's filters.
"Of the 105 accounts we identified as having racially abused England footballers, 88 are still up," he said, adding it was "a far cry" from the social network's promised solution.” Taking this criticism into account, filtering and more thorough moderation may need to be a significant focus when carrying out strategies to combat this type of abuse on platforms. 

An idea which was previously mentioned that is worth expanding upon is from Twitter’s statement on the EURO 2020 incident, where they expressed that there is only so much that they can do in terms of safeguarding on the platform and ultimately racism is a “societal issue”. When looking at this observation, of course the fact that racism being a societal issue is something that has been demonstrated throughout history and must be recognised as a major issue today, however, the problem Twitter faces with hate speech and racism hasn’t gone away and arguably gotten worse since this incident. (Scribner, 2022) points out to a rise in hate speech following Elon Musk’s takeover of the platform and says “One racial slur was used 26,228 times in tweets and retweets in Musk's first week, which was triple the 2022 average, according to the new report.” These recent findings show the severity of these issues just on Twitter alone, and also serves as another reminder that as a societal issue, significant efforts are needed to combat racial hate crime and racism in general. Given the increase in hate speech and racial slurs being used on Twitter, this provides more arguments available to use as criticism towards the platform as they have a huge responsibility, with it being estimated that Twitter has up to 450 million users that are active on the platform per month (Shepherd, 2023). This figure regarding the userbase just goes to show how many people could be potentially getting exposed to hate speech at any given time. 

Looking at the response to this spike in racial hate crime from the police in the UK, (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2021) announced a nationwide effort with police forces across the UK investigating the matter, stating “To date, the investigation team has received more than 600 reports from individuals, charities, clubs and other organisations across the country. Of these reports, 207 were criminal in nature.” With posts being identified as criminal, it’s also important to add that NPCC lists eleven arrests coming which came as result of the investigation dating to 5th August 2021 when this report was published. A challenge that could be highlighted when trying to take legal action against perpetrators of hate crime online, is the fact that hate crime has a specific definition in the UK and may not stand the test in courts in every situation. For example, an issue Instagram found when trying to filter abusive comments and posts was the use of certain emojis which clearly imply racism from the perspective of modern-day society, however emojis or slang may be too vague when addressing these issues from a legal perspective. However, (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022) defines hate crime as “demonstrated hostility based on race, religion, disability, sexual orientation or transgender identity” or “been motivated by hostility based on race, religion, disability, sexual orientation or transgender identity”, these definitions are further supported by legislation such as Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and the Sentencing Act 2020. Now, with these clear definitions in mind, it is evident that individuals who have outwardly expressed hatred that meet the criteria listed in the definitions could be prosecuted if reported and brought to the attention of authorities, but the figures provided by NPCC regarding the EURO 2020 final incident, show there is a clear disparity in terms of the reports identified as being criminal compared to the arrests that were made. 

Examining some of the factors that could be pointed to as relevant when discussing the spike in racial hate crime following the EURO 2020 penalty shootout, although it has been previously stated that this event was widely covered by the media, it is arguable that the media played a role and certain publications/organisations share responsibility when talking about the abuse these professional athletes faced. To support this statement, (Magrath, 2022), points out the biased nature on reporting towards black players previously and specifically uses Raheem Sterling as an example, stating “English footballer Raheem Sterling is no stranger to the media spotlight. On 28 May 2018, The Sun newspaper published a front-page article criticizing the Manchester City and England player’s choice of getting a gun tattoo on his leg (Moyes & Diaz, 2018). This, and other reports depicting aspects of Sterling’s lifestyle, has led to British journalism coming under increased scrutiny for its continued negative stereotypical representation of non-white football players.” This sheds light on the role of the media in these events, specifically the influence that persistent negative reporting on non-white players has with the criticism that these players get targeted due to stereotyping and their skin colour being brought up as a major concern. Racial bias being noted as a problem in the mainstream media can be linked to incidents of racial hate crime due to narratives being perpetuated to and amongst the general public as consumers of this content, which is why this sort of reporting can be harmful. 

To conclude this discussion, it is clear to see that the main focus of the discussion was abuse and racial hate crime that manifested itself on social media platforms, the challenges surrounding enforcing rules and taking action against the perpetrators of hate crime have been presented. As previously stated, these challenges should be met with more pre-emptive action by these platforms as they are responsible for filtering and moderation, but more importantly, in order to take legal action against users engaging in this sort of activity, police must continue to monitor and work with social media platforms, and vice versa. There must be clear transparency when it comes to data regarding posts and comments of a criminal nature, so that authorities can continue to take the appropriate action. Additionally, another concern regarding racial hate crimes and hate speech in general, is the recent reported spike on social media that came after Elon Musk assumed control of Twitter, this is an ongoing issue that reflects on racism being a societal issue when a large amount of users are engaging in hate speech and using racial slurs. However, as previously discussed, the challenge that comes with removing hate speech and taking action is the fact that it requires thorough moderation in order to distinguish between emojis, slurs, slang, etc. Finally, biased and targeted reporting by media outlets should continued to be criticised and outlined so that awareness is spread amongst society and is further condemned due to having a racial bias, so that these types of events can hopefully be prevented from all aspects. 
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