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Joan Garrod looks at the issue of over-
representation of BAME individuals in  
UK prisons

In January 2016 Prime Minister David Cameron 
asked David Lammy, MP for Tottenham, to carry 
out a review of the over-representation of black, 

Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) individuals in the 
criminal justice system. The findings were published 
in September 2017, and people were shocked by what 
they revealed. Although the report concludes that 
overt discrimination is declining, it also found that 
covert, unconscious or implicit bias is becoming more 
apparent.

Young people in custody
Particular attention was paid to the number of young 
people coming into contact with the criminal justice 
system. Those from minority ethnic backgrounds are 
over-represented here. They form a growing proportion 
of first-time offenders, reoffenders, and those serving 

custodial sentences, and the numbers are growing. 
Currently, 41% of under-18s in custody are from 
minority ethnic backgrounds, compared to 25% 
10 years ago. Young black people, for example, are now 
nine times more likely to be in youth custody than 
young white people. With regard to all age groups, 
Table 1 shows the number of BAME men held in high-
security prisons for every 100 white men convicted of 
the same type of offence.

Lammy admits to being surprised by his findings, 
as many reasons for people entering the criminal 
justice system originate in the wider society, such as 
poverty, school exclusions, and growing up in care. 
A third of all young people in custody have been in 
care, a similar proportion has mental health issues 
and almost half are substance abusers. However, such 
problems are often overlooked in the case of BAME 
young people in custody, who are less likely than 
white youngsters to be recorded as having substance-
abuse issues, to be at risk of self-harm, to have 
learning difficulties and have problematic family 
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Tasks
1 List as many reasons as you can to suggest 

why those from BAME backgrounds are over-
represented at all stages of the criminal justice 
system.

2 People from a BAME background form 14% 
of the population. Look up the proportion 
of these within the police service, the prison 
service, the judiciary, the magistracy and the 
Crown Prosecution Service. How might this be 
explained?

3 For both of these tasks, refer to as many 
appropriate sociological concepts and theories 
as you can.

Weblinks

Full text of the Lammy Review:  
www.tinyurl.com/y8k5tbbr

Guardian article about racial bias in the  
British criminal justice system:  
www.tinyurl.com/ycjqmwez

David Lammy writes in the Guardian about  
his report’s racial bias findings:  
www.tinyurl.com/yb7cemhs

relationships. Lammy comments that, ‘It is hard not 
to conclude that minority youngsters face bias in our 
criminal justice system.’

The recommendations
The report makes a number of recommendations, 
which will be considered by government ministers. 
Many of the proposals have already been trialled 
in other countries or areas with some success. They 
include:

Black Asian Mixed ethnic Chinese/other All BAME
Violence against the person 160 121 118 97 119
Sexual offences 118 126 108 – 118
Robbery 136 69 132 – 104
Theft 186 138 110 – 121
Criminal damage/arson – 194 – – 156
Drug offences 82 125 142 – 127
Possession of weapons 180 160 – – 144
Public order offences 417 631 – – 494
Misc. crimes against society 213 129 179 – 135
Fraud offences 150 – – – 92
All offence groups 143 126 120 – 121

Source: The Lammy Review, 2017

Table 1 Number of convicted BAME men placed in high-security prison, for every 100 white men convicted 
of same offence (2015)

• Making allowance for younger defendants’ 
immaturity, with criminal records being sealed to 
help former offenders find work.

• Some prosecutions should be deferred, allowing 
suspects access to rehabilitation programmes 
without admitting guilt. Those successfully 
completing programmes should have their 
prosecutions dropped.

• There should be ‘an ethnically representative 
judiciary and magistracy’ in place by 2025.
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