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John Williams investigates sentencing 
policy for young offenders and the case of 
BAME young people 

In November 2017, the most powerful police officer 
in the UK, the Metropolitan Police Commissioner 
Cressida Dick, told reform campaigners at the Howard 

League that we needed to consider ‘harsher and more 
effective’ jail terms for serious teenage offenders when 
other approaches don’t work. 

She argued that avoiding sending young people 
to prison had left ‘an increasing number of young 
offenders simply not fearful of how the state will 
respond to their actions. They don’t see imprisonment 
as particularly likely, or a serious threat, and it does not 
in any sense deter them from criminal activity.’

Commissioner Dick went on to ask ‘at what point 
does the state prioritise its duty to protect the public 
and ensure that young people could see the criminal 
justice system as something that will catch up with 
them?’ 

Her remarks drew criticism that the police should 
comment so publicly on sentencing policy. Frances 
Crook, the chief executive of the Howard League, 
pointed out that the chief inspector of prisons himself 
had recently concluded that there was ‘not a single 
institution’ in England or Wales in which it was safe to 
hold young people.

The Lammy Review
Commissioner Dick’s comments followed the recent 
publication of the Lammy Review, an independent 
report commissioned by government from MP 
David Lammy, on the treatment of Black, Asians and 
Minority Ethnic (BAME) people in the criminal justice 
system (CJS) in England and Wales. Lammy argues 
that although the overall numbers of young people in 
secure institutions are falling, the proportion of those 
inside who are BAME young people has increased, 
from 25% to 41% between 2006 and 2016 (see 
Figure 1).

Lammy is also concerned that BAME people are 
underrepresented in most sectors of the CJS (see 
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Questions
1 What is the case for using harsher sentences 

with serious young offenders to deter them 
from a life of crime?

2 Thinking sociologically, what reasons might 
there be for the overrepresentation of BAME 
young people in secure institutions?

3 What is the difference between ‘unconscious 
bias’ and ‘institutional racism,’ and why does it 
matter?

Weblinks

You can see a response to Cressida Dick’s comments 
here: www.tinyurl.com/ycd7599g

You can see David Lammy being interviewed about 
his review here: www.tinyurl.com/yd2lu3gq

You can access a copy of the Lammy Review here: 
www.tinyurl.com/y8k5tbbr

Table 1). He called for targets to make the CJS more 
representative of the national population. Lammy’s 
work has drawn a lot of support but it has also been 
criticised by some academics. 

Criticism of the review
In November 2017, for example, Liz Fekete argued 
that although Lammy shows clear evidence of 
disproportionality, his review avoids all mention 
of institutional racism — a key finding in the 1999 
Macpherson Report — preferring instead to focus 
on ‘unconscious bias.’ Fekete argues that Lammy’s 
recommendations for changes within the CJS will not 
bring about the necessary trust in BAME communities, 
because the larger structures and processes which cause 
race inequity are not being addressed. 

Table 1 Proportion of CJS staff identifying as 
BAME, compared to general population

CJS role

Numbers identifying as 
BAME as a proportion 
of UK population 

Crown Prosecution Service 19%
Magistrates 11%
Judiciary 7%
Police officers 6%
Prison officers 6%

Source: The Lammy Review 2017

Source: The Lammy Review 2017. Note 2016–18 data are provisional

Figure 1 Under 18s secure population by ethnicity 2005–2017/18
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We may be at a turning point in approaches to 
youth justice. But which route should we take — and 
what will be the implications for BAME young people?
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