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On 31 July 1997, the then Home Secretary Jack Straw
established the Stephen Lawrence murder inquiry and
appointed Sir William Macpherson of Cluny to chair the
investigation into matters arising from the death of the Black
teenager on 22 April 1993. This inquiry was necessary in
order to identify the lessons to be learnt for the investigation
and prosecution of racially motivated crimes. Its mandate did
not include apportioning blame. What emerged from the
inquiry, however, were broader issues in British society that
went beyond racially motivated crime and the relationship
between the police and Black and minority ethnic (BME)
communities. 

The case had taken a long time to be resolved and society
had in the meantime also changed. Stephen’s parents had on
their part been persistent and determined in their campaign
to get the culprits to appear before a court of law. There was
a fair amount of mobilisation of voluntary organisations,
BME community organisations and campaigns on the
general treatment of BME communities as epitomised by the
Lawrence family. With a new Labour government in power
the general political opinion on racism in the country had
somewhat changed. 

Through the media, the Stephen Lawrence inquiry also
brought to the public’s attention the horrifying violence of a
racist attack. Racism was made more real for those who had
never experienced it. Society was made aware that racism
existed and needed to be dealt with. The real horror did not
hit home until people had listened to graphic accounts of
how Stephen Lawrence was murdered and heard evidence
that would not have otherwise been readily available, for
example, the covert video recordings on the suspects about
knife attacks. These suspects were British people who did
not just have violent racist attitudes but were prepared to act
them out despite the tragic consequences. The most chilling
aspect of it all was the way the investigation into the murder
was badly managed by the Metropolitan Police Service
(MPS). 

The key findings published in the Macpherson Report
were careful to avoid specific allegations against each of the
MPS individuals, however the Report highlighted in
particular the lack of adequate family liaison. Incompetence
in the police investigation into the murder of Stephen
Lawrence was mostly attributed to poor skills in
management, inexperience of such a case and a lack of race
equality training. 

Although individuals were not accused of overt racism,
there were nevertheless individual shortcomings among
officers, and a large proportion of the failures to conduct a
proper investigation by the MPS and the failed prosecution
of the men accused of killing Stephen Lawrence were
attributed to institutional racism: ‘The collective failure of an
organisation to provide an appropriate and professional
service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic
origin... can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and
behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting
prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racial stereotyping
which disadvantage minority ethnic people’ (Macpherson
Report). It was acknowledged that the wider British society
and organisations that serve the general public were guilty of
institutional racism, and that this affects all aspects of BME
lives. 

This conclusion created the potential for a sea change in
British race relations. The Macpherson Report brought about
the current trend of examining British in relation to a multi-
cultural society in the 21st Century1 where being British
goes beyond strictly possessing a passport as an
identification document and an added local accent to go with
it. It caused the government and wider society to reflect on
the effects of a generally flawed perception of being British
and to begin redefining what it is to be British. This
definition process enables people from diverse cultural
backgrounds to have an insight into what British means.2

Prior to the inquiry many people may have not been aware
that racism often leads to gruesome attacks and tragic
consequences on its victims. For example, in this particular
case the fact that the attack was racist that was made worse
because the perception of British did not really include non-
white people. 

Such a process of reflection can also call into question
current definitions of ‘development’. Who is developed and
who is not developed? The definitions depend on one’s
perception and it can be argued that through the unequal
process of colonisation the ‘victor’ country (which naturally
sees its own culture as highly developed) imposes its own
definition of ‘developed’ on the ‘vanquished’. Attitudes like
this – which can be deeply rooted – need to be challenged
and discussed.

The Macpherson Report – implications for civil
society organisations

In the wake of the Macpherson Report there is a new impetus for race relations in Britain. In this article, William
Lume provides background to the Report and argues that civil society organisations must radically improve their
practice in order to take on board the Report’s recommendations.
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1 The Runnymede Report. 
2 Or having the wrong definition of it. 
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It is in a similar light of relating ‘developed’ and ‘non
developed’ that many individual members of the BME
community find themselves – and their skills – valued in
their everyday existence in Britain. It is surely a loss to the
Development discourse and to civil society education that
BME potential continues to be under utilised. 

Further evidence for discrimination
BME communities in Britain are more likely to suffer above
average rates of unemployment and many tend to have below
national average qualifications according to the DFES.3

Eighty percent of BME people live in London and form up
to nearly 30% of the city’s population. Nevertheless,
unemployment rates for BME communities are significantly
higher in London than at the national level. Whilst the
unemployment rate for white people living in Inner London
is only one per cent higher than the national rate, the
unemployment rate amongst BME Inner Londoners is almost
half as high again as their national rate (See Table 1). 

However these figures underestimate the true level of
unemployment. Official definitions of unemployment do not
include those who are not in the labour market because they
are not actively seeking work, or are not eligible for benefits.
The most particularly affected category is that of asylum
seekers and recent migrants whose level of unemployment
may rise up to 75%. 

In contrast to the unemployment figures,
African/Caribbean and Indian communities are as
economically active as the white community not only in
London but also nationwide across the UK. Those BME
members who are as qualified as their white counterparts
struggle in the job market, as Chart 1 illustrates. 

The situation is worse among new refugee communities
whose unemployment rates are estimated at between 75%
and 95%, regardless of qualifications. In many cases even
where there is a skills shortage – for example in education
and health services – those qualifications obtained from
abroad are not recognised by employers. 

The overall situation for BME communities can be
summed up as follows: 

‘Minority ethnic communities experience a double
disadvantage. They are disproportionately concentrated in
deprived areas and experience all the problems that affect
other people in these areas. But people from minority

ethnic communities also suffer the consequences of racial
discrimination; services that fail to reach them or meet
their needs; and language and cultural barriers in
gaining access to information and services.’ (Source:
Minority and Ethnic Issues in Social Exclusion and
Neighbourhood Renewal – The Social Exclusion Unit,
June 2000). 

Many UK NGOs are located in areas such as London with a
large BME population, but this is not necessarily reflected in
their staff, management, trustees or volunteers, despite the
high-level skills and experience BME individuals could
bring to these organisations. In addition, there is an
increasing amount of work carried out by BME community-
based organisations but there is hardly any representation
from the predominantly white organisations at Black events
or vice versa. All this takes place despite the fact that UK
NGOs continue to use southern imagery to raise funds for
their predominantly white organisations from which Black
people are practically excluded.

A way forward 
The government has now put anti-racism on the mainstream
agenda. Institutions like the Royal College of Nursing and
Home Office have owned up to being institutionally racist.
The government has made no secret of the fact that all public
services, including government departments, can and should
do more to promote racial equality and tackle discrimination.
Indeed, security forces on missions abroad – recent examples
being in Mozambique, Sierra Leone and Macedonia – are
expected to have incorporated the Macpherson
recommendations; and at home the police that serves a
multicultural Britain has gone a long way to incorporate
them. This is a priority for the government and it has to put
in place a radical programme of reform that will have far-
reaching effects in all public services. 

What is required is fair practice among service providers
to the public, particularly civil society organisations, through
mechanisms that: 

• identify measures that are associated with
disproportionality either based on religious, ethnic or
cultural background

• introduce non-discriminatory measures into the
organisation’s performance systems 

Table 1: Unemployment rates by ethnicity (%)

White Black/African/ Pakistani and Indian Ethnic minority
Caribbean/Other Bangladeshi groups

Inner London 6.4 17.3 24.5 ** 17.9
Outer London 5.0 16.5 ** ** 9.4
UK 5.4 14.8 17.8 6.1 12.2

Source: Original data from the ONS LFS Winter (Dec. 1999 to Feb. 2000) statistics

3 Labour Market Trends December 1998
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• ensure that planning processes take account of the
diversity of a multicultural, multi-ethnic society

• introduce performance indicators that reflect
disproportionality in representation at all organisational
levels.4

Civil society organisations would be greatly enhanced by the
involvement of the BME community in their work in order
to give a genuine understanding of their role, expectations
and aspirations, and to make full use of their experience and
expertise. The cultural knowledge that exists within BME
communities (sophisticated enough to stage the annual
carnival, among many others), the weekly community
activities that take place in local church halls across major
cities, the revitalising of hitherto dormant churches, are
some of the knowledge-base contributions that BME
communities can make to development education. This
development subject matter is quite abundant among
individuals at least from each of their country of origin. This
is what a multi-cultural Britain should seek to tap into.
Partnership working-groups should be created to actively
guide, review and develop all activities of the organisation in
question. The involvement of BME community
representation should run throughout the implementation
strategy. 

Migrant communities regularly maintain contact with
their countries of origin either through modern
communication technology or by sending material and
financial resources. These remittances are either to
individuals, households or indeed community based projects.
Dialogue and the planning of such development initiatives
take place in inner cities where BME people live: Lambeth,
Peckham, Upton Park, Bristol, Leicester, etc. For example,
Eritrea receives more than $300 million annually from its
diaspora population, which also pays a 2% income tax.
Uganda on its part received in the year 2000 more than $750

million in remittances from abroad, $300 from coffee export
earnings, $250 from the World Bank and about $50 million
from British aid. It goes without saying that this is an
essential group of people in our society that are under
utilised in the development dialogue. 

The tragedy of institutional racism also lies in the slow
and more insidious forms of daily acts of racism by
individuals and those who work in service providing
agencies like NGOs. 

‘Racism in whatever form is an evil and destructive force
in our undeniably multicultural society. It lies with those
of our community who continue to applaud and support
these attitudes and activities. It also lies with those who
remain silent or indifferent and who are not prepared to
confront such attitudes at source’.5 

Twelve months after the report was published there are still
criticisms of widespread institutional racism in Britain. For
example, on 21 February 2000, Sir William Macpherson
noted that much of the British establishment remains riddled
with ‘institutional racism’ and that they were all guilty of
‘unwitting’ prejudice. He went on to say that ‘there might be
behaviour supported by a group of people within an
organisation, which was discriminatory, which the people
involved in hardly realised at the time’. This could be from
the police or could exist in the work place. In particular, the
government’s record on asylum seekers and immigration
gives comfort to racists. Indeed, a group of 28 NGOs
including Liberty and the Refugee Council compiled a
dossier on the human rights record of the government. In
their report it says that Black people are not being
sufficiently protected. 

What is the role for UK NGOs?
In order to take on board the recommendations from the
Macpherson Report, civil society organisations, which are
supported by public funds to work with the general public

4 Policing and Performance Plan 2001/02 – Metropolitan Police
Authority & Metropolitan Police Service. 5 Macpherson report. 



including Black and Minority Ethnic communities, as a
preventative measure should be expected to identify and
deliver Best Practice on racial discrimination. 

Voluntary organisations campaigned actively with the
Lawrence family for the inquiry to take place and it is
expected that they would indeed strive to dismantle racism.
It is important therefore, for such organisations to
incorporate the Report and its recommendations in all their
work including service delivery to the public, and to help
promote it to wider society. Of course there may be concerns
that the wholesale implementation of the recommendations
may put further strains on their limited funding, and would
require suitable management structures to be put in place
and sustain them in the long term. It is recommended that
civil society organisations should: 

• demonstrate fairness in every
aspect of their employment,
consultation and service
delivery

• train and equip staff to
recognise the impact of an
organisation from a society
with multi-ethnic, multi-
cultural diversity in its service
delivery to marginalised groups 

• progress in the recruitment and advancement of staff,
management and trustees, which should reflect as
closely as possible the diverse communities in the UK

• publish a statement of intent

• be active in career management, identifying levels of
BME under-representation

• set up structured mentoring schemes of BME staff

• offer genuine incentives for recruitment and retention of
BME staff. 

Some UK NGOs regard themselves as not institutionally
racist simply because of the charitable nature of their work,
even when they do not have BME community members in
management or trustee positions. Complacency can be even
more entrenched in those cases where organisations have an
equal opportunities policy.

An equal opportunities policy is a statement of intent
geared to the individual as part of an organisation, rather
than the organisation as a whole. Declaration of intent has
time and again shown itself not to be robust enough.
Certainly the police in Plumstead had an equal opportunities
policy, and the police officers who investigated the murder
of Stephen Lawrence did not consider themselves to be
racists. Their blunders were the failings of an institution that
apparently was not aware whether or not its equal
opportunities policy was actually being implemented.

So it is important that civil society organisations across
the board do not shy away from this scrutiny, but instead
strive to improve performance through race audits and

evaluations. After 50 years of attempts to address inherent
inconsistencies in Britain’s anti-racism policy and practice it
will be a daunting process to take on the Macpherson
recommendations. However, they will ultimately be
necessary criteria to meet in order to fulfil funding
requirements. Funding organisations will be expected to set
guidelines that require inclusive adherence to the Report’s
recommendations. Organisations seeking funding would then
have to incorporate the recommendations in order to qualify.

Conclusion
The clear message is that bad practice and institutional
racism should have no place in civil society organisations in
21st Century multicultural, multi-ethnic Britain. The
continuing complacency that excludes the Black and
minority ethnic community risks undermining otherwise

useful development work. It is
important to incorporate a
principled approach that is borne
from an intent to improve the
potential of all population groups in
the UK. Through ongoing dialogue
with the BME community and their
organisations a course of
meaningful actions and measurable

targets could go a long way and promote anti-discriminatory
practices. The benefits and impacts will be far-reaching.
Working together with the diverse communities and partners
that make up British civil society will provide a service that
includes all and recognises the diversity of society’s needs
and potentials. 

William Lume is Director of the Centre for Inter-
African Relations.
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The continuing complacency
that excludes the Black and

minority ethnic community risks
undermining otherwise useful

development work.


