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For Black communities and the
future of race relations in Britain,
1999 has indeed been a special year.

In this sense it goes down as a hallmark
year in the same way that the 1981 upris-
ings in Brixton caught the national atten-
tion. The year, then, will be remembered
for the Stephen Lawrence report and how,
like the Scarman report in the 1980s, it
challenged the complacent, the incompe-
tent and to a certain extent racist institu-
tions that make up British life. 

Revolt of the new middle-class
However, this was a revolution with a dif-
ference. We never saw a petrol bomb or a
riot shield. This was a revolt by BritainÕs
new Black middle-class that would prick
the national conscience through persis-
tence, media manipulation and a just
cause. Stephen Lawrence©s family were not only involved in a
race war, it was akin to what Martin Luther King had been say-
ing to America. It was a clear and simple message: if BritainÕs
institutions, particularly the Police and the Courts, cannot
deliver for BritainÕs Black middle-class it becomes a national
disaster. The Lawrences were a good-looking couple who con-
formed to the image of any other hard-working family. 

There had been fatal racist attacks before those on Rolan
Adams and Ricky Reel. However, they hadn©t been able to moti-
vate the media. This time the campaign would work with the
conservative media, and in that context it didnÕt seem totally
surprising that the Daily Mail should take the unprecedented
step of risking libel by naming the Lawrence suspects as mur-
derers on its front page. This had never happened before in the
history of race relations, the middle-class revolt was under way.

Indeed the Lawrence-style revolt gave inspiration to other
Black groups in their search for justice. The family of musician
Michael Menson pressed for a re-opening of his case. They
refused to accept the original verdict that Michael had commit-
ted suicide. Here again was an articulate, well-educated family

using the media to support their case against the police. By
March three men had been arrested. A Scotland Yard spokes-
man said: "Officers from the Racial and Violent Crime task
force, building upon a great deal of hard work by other people,
particularly the Menson family, have this evening arrested three
people in connection with the murder of Michael Menson." 

The Lawrence inspiration moved on
into a different case that made legal his-
tory. The case of Dr Joan Francisco also
got national attention. Again a Lawrence
style of persistence, image and so-called
ÔdignifiedÕaction got the Francisco fam-
ily the justice they deserved. 

In 1994 Joan, 27, had been found dead
in her flat in north-west London, stran-
gled with the electrical flex of a vacuum
cleaner. Her family were convinced that
her killer was a former boyfriend, Tony
Diedrick. The two had dated for two
years with their relationship ending in
1989. But Diedrick had become obsessed
and stalked Joan. Police found equip-
ment in his flat which he©d used to tape
her phone-calls, and a sophisticated body
heat detector. He had also spied on Joan
at the family home and, in 1989, become
so consumed with jealous rage after see-

ing her with another man that he smashed through a plate-glass
window as he tried to get to her. Police had declined to charge
him over that incident. That, say the Francisco family, was the
first time the police let Joan down. 

It would take nearly five years for Diedrick to be convicted
of the murder. The crown prosecution service refused to prose-
cute, blaming a lack of evidence, and the crucial piece of evi-
dence that finally saw Diedrick jailed was overlooked by the
police for four years. It was after their civil action against
Diedrick that the family felt confident of victory. It was the first
time in legal history that someone was found to be guilty of
murder in a civil court. The Francisco family are sure that it was
only because of the pressure of their five-year campaign to get
justice for Joan that Diedrick paid for his crime.

For Doreen and Neville Lawrence the report on Stephen©s
death did not in itself go far enough and, as expected, no police
officer could be found with his hands dirty. To say it was all a
white-wash was unfair. The Police service will never be the
same after this grilling. For me, it has exposed not just the per-
sistent, racist canteen culture in the Police force nation-wide,

1999 Ð the year of institutional racism
Tony Sewell,Lecturer in the School of Education,
University of Leeds, and lead columnist for The
Voice newspaper, looks back at Ôa hallmark yearÕ.

Tony Sewell: Ôrevolt by Britain's new 
Black middle-classÕ
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RACE RELATIONS (AMENDMENT) BILL

No decisive action against
Institutional Racism
On 17 November, an 'An Act against Racism' seminar was convened at CRE

headquarters to respond to the content of the Queen's Speech at the State Open-

ing of Parliament. Sir Herman Ouseley, Chairman of the Campaign for Racial

Equality, expressed strong disappointment that the Government had not fol-

lowed the logic of the Stephen Lawrence report and legislated for decisive

action against institutional racism. Statements from government late in Novem-

ber and early in December, on its equality strategy and on publication of the

Race Relations (Amendment) Bill, have drawn further responses from the CRE.

Commenting on the Government's
announcement in the Queen's
Speech (17 November) that the

Race Relations Act would be extended to
cover only direct discrimination in the
law enforcement operations of the police
and similar actions by other public bod-
ies, the CRE claimed the Government
had passed up a unique opportunity to
put in place the powers needed to really
eradicate racial discrimination.

Sir Herman Ouseley said the decision
to extend the Act to cover policing and
other public powers in this way, brought
into question the Government's determi-
nation to put right a fundamental flaw
built into the Race Relations Act when it
was first passed by Parliament in 1976.

The politicians involved now accepted
that they had acted wrongly in the way
they drafted and passed the Act. Had they
not curbed the Act in this way, he said,
some of the problems pinpointed in the
Stephen Lawrence Murder Report could
have been dealt with by CRE investiga-
tions and individual court actions during
the 1980s.

Sir Herman commented:
ÒPolicing and other powers, when mis-

used in a discriminatory way, can have a
devastating and negative impact on race
relations. But the change announced
today will only deal with acts of discrimi-
nation when they have taken place, and
only with direct discrimination.

ÒWe are astonished that the Govern-
ment has decided to restrict the changes
in the law to this. It will mean that the
drive against institutional racism called
for in the Stephen Lawrence Report will
be hamstrung from the start. By leaving
out indirect discrimination, what the

Lawrence Inquiry termed unwitting
racism, we fear it will seriously weaken
the ability of the CRE to help in tackling
the very issues that report highlighted.

ÒAs it is, we still await a decision by
the Government on the introduction of an
enforceable, legal duty on all public bod-
ies to combat racial discrimination and
promote racial equality. Only through
such a change can we expect to see a sys-
tematic, speedy uprooting of institutional
racism and deeply embedded patterns of
discrimination.Ó

Then, anticipating government pro-
nouncements on equality strategy, he
added:

ÒFor 22 years the Act has covered
employment issues across the public sec-
tor. But, despite several hundred court
cases involving findings of discrimina-
tion in employment in the public sector
backed by a number of CRE investiga-
tions, institutional patterns of discrimina-
tion and disadvantage continue.

ÒThe Government has accepted that it
is right that public bodies, from the
police service to our schools, from our
hospitals to every government depart-
ment, should be required to work for
racial equality, but, unless enforcement
powers, with penalties, are available,
racial discrimination will continue.Ó

Appealing directly to the Government
to re-direct its attention towards the core
issues, he said:

ÒThe need is clear. The lessons of 22
years' experience of the Act as it stands
today are obvious for all to see. The law
is out of date and full of faults. The CRE
is limited in its law enforcement and
investigative roles. The public mood is
one that would welcome action to end

racial discrimination.
ÒThe Government should act deci-

sively now against racism and discrimi-
nation and not allow this historic
opportunity to go by default.Ó

On publication of the Bill
Responding on 3 December to the publi-
cation of the Race Relations (Amend-
ment) Bill which extends some of the
powers of the Act to all activities across
the public sector, the CRE called on the
Government and all in the public sector
to seize the opportunity of the most sig-
nificant reforms in Britain's race rela-
tions legislation for 20 years to work for
real change. It provided an opportunity
for all institutions in the public sector to
ensure that they were working to elimi-
nate discriminatory practices.

The Amendment Bill will extend the
powers of the Act to cover all the func-
tions of public bodies such as the use of
policing powers, planning controls, and
mental health detention. It will make
direct discrimination unlawful but will
not deliver racial equality in these areas
unless indirect discrimination is also
covered.

Susie Parsons, CRE Chief Executive,
said:ÒThe CRE is deeply concerned that
leaving out indirect discrimination
means that this long awaited Bill will not
have the impact the public is clearly
looking for.Ó

She continued: ÒThe Bill should be a
first step in requiring the public sector to
take a lead in building a racism free
Britain. For this reason, the full force of
the Act, as called for in the Stephen
Lawrence Inquiry Report, should apply
to all the activities of public bodies.Ó

Sir Herman Ouseley: 'The law is out of date and
full of faults.'


