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[bookmark: _Toc228532135]Executive Summary 
This report looks at how the criminal justice system has responded to racism in UK policing, focusing on the Scarman Report, Macpherson Report, and Casey Review. Together, these show a clear shift over time, from early denial of institutional racism to greater recognition of it. However, more recent studies show that many of these issues still remain. Although awareness has improved, problems such as racial disparities, weak accountability and low trust in the police continue. Overall, the response has made some progress, but it has not fully addressed the deeper reasons for inequality.

[bookmark: _Toc228532136]Introduction 
Racism within policing has been a continuing issue in the United Kingdom, forming the relationship between the police and minority communities for decades. Concerns about discrimination, unequal treatment and an absence of accountability have led to rising scrutiny of how the criminal justice system responds to these issues. While earlier perspectives tended to view racism as the result of individual prejudice, more recent approaches highlight the concept of institutional racism, where discrimination can be embedded within the structures and practices of organisations (UK Parliament, 2021).
Several major inquiries have attempted to deal with these concerns over time, particularly the Scarman Report, the Macpherson Report, and the Casey Review. The Scarman Report, produced following the Brixton riots, acknowledged tensions between the police and minority communities but did not fully recognise the existence of institutional racism (UK Parliament, 2019). In contrast, the Macpherson Report signified a significant turning point by identifying institutional racism within policing and highlighting serious failures in the investigation of Stephen Lawrence’s murder (UK Parliament, 2021). More recently, the Casey Review has suggested that many of these issues remain, pointing to ongoing cultural and structural problems within the police service (Casey. L, 2023).
This report will examine these three inquiries to analyse how the criminal justice system has responded to racism within policing over time. It will argue that although there has been progress in recognising and addressing racial inequality, reforms have been inconsistent and insufficient, allowing more profound structural issues to persist within modern policing.

[bookmark: _Toc228532137]Racism in UK policing 
Racism within UK policing has developed as a significant issue over several decades, particularly in relation to the experiences of Black and minority ethnic communities. Tensions between the police and these communities became especially visible in the late 20th century, with events such as the Brixton unrest in 1981 highlighting dissatisfaction with policing practices, including the disproportionate use of stop and search powers against Black individuals (Scarman Report, 1981).
A key area of concern has been the unequal use of stop and search powers. Data published by the Home Office for the period April 2024 to March 2025 shows that Black individuals were stopped and searched at a rate of 22.4 per 1,000 people, compared to 5.9 per 1,000 for white individuals, meaning they were approximately 3.8 times more likely to be stopped (Home Office, 2025). This difference has remained relatively consistent over time and is often used as key evidence of racial disproportionality within law enforcement tactics.
In addition to disproportionality, questions have also been raised about the effectiveness of stop and search. Home Office data indicates that only around 29% of searches result in an item being found, meaning that the majority of searches do not lead to any outcome (Home Office, 2025). This relatively low success rate challenges the justification for the widespread use of stop and search, as it suggests that these practices may not significantly contribute to the detection or prevention of crime. Consequently, critics argue that the overuse of stop and search powers could be both inefficient and counterproductive, potentially eroding trust between the police and minority communities, particularly when such practices are perceived as unfairly targeting specific groups.
The concept of institutional racism is central to understanding these patterns. Rather than focusing solely on individual prejudice, it highlights how discrimination can be embedded within organisational systems and practices. This idea gained national attention following the Macpherson Report, which concluded that racism was present within the structures of policing. This marked a shift in how racism within the criminal justice system was understood, moving the focus from individual actions to systemic issues (Macpherson Report, 1999).
Despite attempts to address these problems, more recent evidence suggests that racial inequalities in policing persist. The Casey Review highlights ongoing concerns around discrimination, culture and accountability within the police service. This indicates that, although awareness of racism within policing has increased and reforms have been introduced, significant challenges remain in addressing the underlying causes of inequality (Casey. L, 2023)

[bookmark: _Toc228532138]The Scarman Report 
The Scarman Report was published in 1981 following the Brixton disturbances, which exposed significant tensions between the police and Black communities in London. The inquiry, led by Lord Scarman, sought to identify the causes of the unrest and evaluate the role of policing. It concluded that the riots were linked to a combination of social inequality and policing practices, particularly the aggressive and disproportionate use of stop and search powers (Scarman, 1981).
However, one of the most widely debated aspects of the report is its approach to racism. While Scarman acknowledged that racial disadvantage and some discriminatory behaviour existed, he rejected the idea that racism was embedded within the police institution itself. Instead, he framed the issue largely in terms of individual misconduct and poor communication between the police and minority communities (Scarman, 1981). This interpretation has been criticised by later scholars for overlooking deeper structural issues. For example, Ben Bowling (1999) argues that focusing on individual officers fails to account for patterns of inequality produced through routine policing practices.
From a critical perspective, this limitation is important because it shaped the nature of the reforms that followed. By avoiding the concept of institutional racism, the Scarman Report led to relatively limited changes, focusing on improving community relations and police training rather than addressing systemic inequalities. As noted by Coretta Phillips and Ben Bowling (2003), such reforms often failed to challenge the underlying culture of policing, allowing racial disparities to persist over time.
Furthermore, later inquiries suggest that Scarman’s conclusions underestimated the scale of the problem. The Macpherson Report directly challenged this earlier view by introducing the concept of institutional racism, highlighting how systemic failures affected policing outcomes. This shift in understanding suggests that the Scarman Report, while important in acknowledging tensions, did not go far enough in identifying the root causes of those tensions (UK Parliament, 2009).
Overall, the Scarman Report can be seen as a starting point in recognising problems within UK policing, but its reluctance to address institutional racism limited its long-term impact. Although it led to some improvements in awareness and practice, its failure to engage with structural issues meant that many of the problems it identified continued to exist, raising questions about the effectiveness of the criminal justice response at this stage.

[bookmark: _Toc228532139]The Macpherson Report
The Macpherson Report, published in 1999, marked a major turning point in how racism within UK policing was understood and addressed. The inquiry was launched following the murder of Stephen Lawrence and the subsequent failures in the police investigation, which were widely criticised for being ineffective and influenced by racial bias. Unlike the earlier Scarman Report, Macpherson’s findings went further by recognising that racism was not limited to individual officers but was embedded within the structures and practices of policing.
One of the report’s most significant contributions was its definition of institutional racism, which it described as the collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service due to colour, culture or ethnic origin (Macpherson, 1999). This shifted the focus of debate away from individual prejudice and towards systemic issues, fundamentally changing how policing was analysed both academically and politically. More recent analysis by the UK Parliament (2021) suggests that this concept remains central to discussions of policing today, highlighting its lasting influence on policy and research.
The report also introduced a wide range of recommendations aimed at improving accountability, transparency and police-community relations. These included better recording of racist incidents, reforms to stop and search practices, and stronger mechanisms for holding officers accountable. From a critical perspective, these recommendations represented a clear attempt to address structural inequality within policing. However, evidence from more recent studies suggests that their implementation has been uneven. For example, the Home Affairs Committee (2021) found that, more than two decades later, many of the issues identified by Macpherson—particularly racial disparities in stop and search still persist.
This raises important questions about the effectiveness of the criminal justice response. While the Macpherson Report succeeded in changing the language and framework used to discuss racism, it has been argued that this has not always translated into meaningful change in practice. The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2020) highlights ongoing inequalities within the criminal justice system, suggesting that institutional racism continues to shape outcomes despite policy reforms. Similarly, recent findings from the Casey Review indicate that cultural and structural problems remain within policing, reinforcing the idea that Macpherson’s recommendations were not fully realised.
Overall, the Macpherson Report can be seen as a significant milestone in the development of the criminal justice response to racism. It fundamentally reshaped understanding by introducing the concept of institutional racism and prompted a series of important reforms. However, its long-term impact appears to be limited by inconsistent implementation and resistance within police culture. As a result, while it represents clear progress compared to earlier approaches, it also highlights the ongoing challenges of translating policy into meaningful change.

[bookmark: _Toc228532140]The Casey Review 2023
The Casey Review (2023) provides a recent and critical assessment of racism within UK policing, focusing on the Metropolitan Police. Commissioned following a series of misconduct scandals, the review examined police culture, standards, and accountability. Its findings are particularly significant because they suggest that many of the issues identified in earlier inquiries, including the Macpherson Report, remain unresolved.
One of the key conclusions of the review is that the Metropolitan Police can still be considered institutionally racist (Casey, 2023). This reinforces the argument that, despite decades of reform, racism continues to be embedded within policing structures. From a critical perspective, this raises serious questions about the effectiveness of previous responses, particularly those following the Macpherson Report, which aimed to address systemic discrimination.
The review also highlights ongoing problems with accountability and internal culture. It identifies failures in vetting, weak disciplinary processes, and a lack of effective oversight, which allow misconduct and discriminatory behaviour to persist. These findings suggest that racism within policing is not only a matter of policy but is deeply rooted in organisational culture. The Home Affairs Committee (2021) similarly notes that accountability has remained a long-standing weakness within the police.
In addition, the Casey Review points to declining public trust, particularly among minority communities, as a consequence of continued discrimination and unfair treatment. This is supported by findings from the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2020), which highlight ongoing racial inequalities within the criminal justice system.
Overall, the Casey Review demonstrates that, while awareness of institutional racism has increased since Macpherson, meaningful change has been limited. This suggests that the criminal justice response has struggled to address the deeper structural and cultural causes of racism within policing

[bookmark: _Toc228532141]Progress and limitations in addressing racism in UK policing 
When examined comparatively, the Scarman Report, Macpherson Report, and Casey Review collectively illustrate an evolving but incomplete response to racism in UK policing. The Scarman Report primarily denied institutional racism, framing the challenges as stemming from individual misconduct and strained community relations (UK Parliament, 2019). By contrast, the Macpherson Report constituted a turning point by formally acknowledging institutional racism, thereby altering both the conceptual and practical approaches to policing. The Casey Review, building on and critiquing the legacies of both previous reports, highlights persistent issues and questions the effectiveness of the reforms. This comparative analysis underscores that while each inquiry represented a progression in the recognition of racism’s nature within policing, substantial limitations in remedying systemic problems remain.
However, more recent evidence suggests that this shift in understanding has not led to equally effective reform (Casey, L., 2023). The Casey Review highlights that many of the same issues, particularly relating to discrimination, accountability, and police culture, continue to exist within modern policing. This suggests that while there has been progress in acknowledging racism, there has been less success in addressing its underlying causes.
Overall, the trajectory from Scarman to Macpherson to Casey reflects a shift from denial of institutional racism to its recognition, but persistent failure to achieve comprehensive reform. This demonstrates that, while the criminal justice system has acknowledged the existence of racism within policing, its responses have not resulted in the sustained structural and cultural transformation necessary to resolve these issues fully.

[bookmark: _Toc228532142]Recommendations
In light of the persistent challenges identified in the Scarman, Macpherson, and Casey inquiries, particularly the ongoing issues of discrimination, weak accountability, and lack of trust, several targeted recommendations can be made (Casey, 2023; Macpherson, 1999; Scarman, 1981). As emphasised in the Casey Review, enhancing accountability in addressing police misconduct is crucial to overcoming the limitations of previous reforms (Casey, 2023). Greater transparency in stop and search practices, accompanied by robust and accessible data from the Home Office, would help address the continued evidence of disproportionality highlighted in earlier analyses (Home Office, 2025). Training initiatives should move beyond correcting individual behaviours and instead prioritise the recognition and mitigation of institutional bias, consistent with the shift identified by the Macpherson Report (Macpherson, 1999). Finally, strengthening relationships with minority communities remains essential for rebuilding trust, which both the Macpherson and Casey Reviews identified as a significant concern (Macpherson, 1999; Casey, 2023). Unless these recommendations directly address the structural and cultural issues discussed throughout this report, it is unlikely that future reforms will achieve meaningful and lasting change.

[bookmark: _Toc228532143]Conclusion 
This report looked at how the criminal justice system has responded to racism in UK policing through the Scarman Report, Macpherson Report, and the Casey Review. Together, they show a clear shift from focusing on individual behaviour to recognising wider systematic issues, while also making it clear that many of these problems still exist today. Although conceptual understanding of racism has advanced, this has not translated into substantial practical reforms. Persistent challenges still remain, including continued racial disparities in treatment, insufficient mechanisms for accountability, and sustained deficits in public trust. Overall, while the response has improved in some ways, it has not gone far enough. These findings imply that unless future reforms directly address the entrenched structural and cultural issues within policing, progress towards genuine equality and public confidence is likely to remain limited. 
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